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Editorial Introduction
Katherine Daily O’Meara
St. Norbert College
Betsy Gilliland
University of Hawai‘i Mānoa

W

elcome to the fall 2022 issue of the Journal of Response to
Writing! This issue includes three featured articles, three
teaching articles, and a book review for your enjoyment.
Two key themes manifest in our fall issue: The first is the idea that
feedback/response necessitates clear and effective communication
among stakeholders and that collaboration and negotiation are key
aspects of this process. The second key theme is the association of
response with equitable assessment practices, namely contract grading
in a number of different manifestations. Our previous issue included
a teaching tip that brings together the topics of contract grading and
response (O’Meara, 2022), and we are excited to share more about
this popular topic. Both themes confirm that for response to be successful, we cannot go at it alone. Classroom teachers, students, and
writing center directors and consultants can all benefit from more
candid relationships and a clearer articulation of expectations, goals,
and needs.
In the featured article “Using Lessons From Collaboratively Processing
Written Corrective Feedback,” Nicholas Carr uses sociocultural theory
(SCT) as a lens to examine how two English language learners coconstruct
O’Meara, K. D., & Gilliland, B. (2022). Editors’ introduction. Journal of Response to Writing,
8(2), 1–5.
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knowledge from processing the written corrective feedback (WCF) they
received on coproduced texts. Carr reports that transfer of knowledge occurs in multiple ways, including being able to use the knowledge generated
through the learners’ interactions when completing other tasks individually,
as well as displaying the ability to transform their knowledge to meet demands in new contexts. Carr’s study furthers the extant literature on WCF,
advocating for collaboration throughout the writing process.
In a timely article investigating first-year composition (FYC) instructors’
perspectives on different modes of in-person and online writing feedback,
Ariel M. Goldenthal et al. report their findings in “Feedback Practices in
Hybrid Writing Courses: Instructor Choices About Modality and Timing.”
In this study, the authors surveyed and interviewed 14 writing instructors
to understand how they decided on approaches to response during different
formats of writing class, including how they made use of the university
learning management system (LMS). Findings from this study suggest that
teachers have not yet fully figured out how best to balance modalities to
maximize the affordances of each.
In the final feature article, “Feedback as Boundary Object: Intersections
of Writing, Response, and Research,” Lindsey Harding et al. utilize the
research term boundary object (Star & Griesemer, 1989) to describe the
negotiation and collaborative processes that occur in response practices
used by students and teachers (e.g., a teacher’s response to student drafts, a
student’s response to teacher feedback, and a teacher’s response to student
revisions). The authors propose that this nascent theory calls for rethinking
feedback’s role in the writing classroom and that considering feedback as a
boundary object can better facilitate communication, action, and understanding in the process of student writing.
Sarah Klotz and Kristina Reardon continue the conversation about
teacher-student negotiation in this issue’s first teaching article, “Crafting
a Writing Response Community Through Contract Grading,” by bringing course-embedded writing fellows and writing center pedagogy into
the equation. Klotz and Reardon are a classroom teacher and a previous
writing center director, respectively, who argue for a more intentional relationship between these two roles. The researchers note that new iterations
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of response are taking center stage in the writing classroom thanks to the
rising popularity of grading contracts. Their work suggests that cultivating connections between different writing sites can improve and sustain
students’ relationships to the feedback process.
Sarah M. Lacy’s teaching article, “Feedback Conversations: An Activity
to Initiate Instructor-Student Dialogues About Writing Development,”
introduces readers to an approach the author has used in teaching undergraduate writing classes. In feedback conversations (FCs), the teacher engages students with reading and making sense of written feedback through
dialogues using Google Docs comments. Lacy profiles two students from
her classes, one who found a new sense of self-efficacy through the FC process and another who, though not actively engaged with the conversation,
nevertheless made progress with their writing.
The final teaching article in this issue, “Student Interpretation and Use
Arguments: Evidence-Based, Student-Led Grading,” by Laura Aull, picks
up the issue of conventional versus contract-based grading. Importantly,
Aull laments that “assigning grades is distinctly lonely terrain” for writing
teachers (p. 2) and offers an alternative-assessment approach that foregrounds students’ response to their own writing and engages them in the
process of assessment. Aull recommends that students craft their own interpretation and use arguments (or IUAs) to advocate for the grades they
want to receive on their work.
Finally, in our first book review in several years, we continue on the topic
of contract grading. Amanda Sladek examines Ellen C. Carillo’s (2021) book
The Hidden Inequities in Labor-Based Contract Grading, highlighting how
Carillo’s short book points out some of the challenges raised by labor-based
contract grading, including ways that the process may put some students
at a disadvantage. In addition to noting the strengths of this new book,
Sladek’s review also draws attention to some of its limitations and suggests
additional sources for readers interested in delving deeper into the topic.
While this fall issue does not include any teaching tips, we strongly
encourage you to submit your great ideas in this new genre for publication
in our next issue. Work published in the “Teaching Tips” section of the
Journal of Response to Writing will be reviewed by the editors, leading to
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a quicker turnaround time than other accepted genres. Read about all the
ways you can publish with us on our “Submission Guidelines & Polices”
page of our website. You can also sign up at the JRW site to be notified when
a new issue drops and register to review for us! As always, you can find us
on social media: Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter. Thanks for reading, and
enjoy the fall 2022 issue of the Journal of Response to Writing.
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Processing Written Corrective Feedback
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Abstract: This case study investigates how two English language learners used knowledge they coconstructed while collaboratively processing written corrective feedback (WCF) on jointly produced texts. It does so through the lens of sociocultural
theory (SCT). This study extends the extant literature by investigating how coconstructed knowledge emerging from learners’ interactions is manifested in subsequent individual writing and speaking tasks that are similar—but not identical—to
the original collaborative writing tasks. Data were collected from video recordings
of participants’ interactions as they collaboratively processed WCF; individual retrospective interviews, during which participants watched the video recordings and
identified what they learned; and observations of individual writing and speaking
tasks. Results show that participants were able to use some of the knowledge generated through their interactions when completing writing and speaking tasks individually. Additionally, participants displayed the ability to transform this knowledge to meet the demands of new contexts. These results indicate that usage of
the knowledge generated while collaboratively processing WCF was not mindless
copying; instead, participants were able to either internalize or begin the process of
internalizing this knowledge.
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Using Lessons From Collaboratively Processing Written Corrective
Feedback

S

ince Truscott (1996) proposed abandoning the practice of correcting errors in learners’ writing, the provision of written corrective
feedback (WCF) has received substantial attention from language
writing researchers (Bitchener, 2008; Liu & Brown, 2015). However, according to Lee (2014), few studies have been underpinned by sociocultural theory (SCT). Within the socioculturally informed literature, some
studies have enacted principles of SCT by studying learners who collaboratively process WCF on jointly produced texts (e.g., Adams, 2003; Storch
& Wigglesworth, 2010; Swain & Lapkin, 2002). These studies show learners not only can coconstruct knowledge while collaboratively processing
WCF but also can draw on that knowledge when completing individual
writing tasks.
To date, researchers have tested for the ability to draw on coconstructed knowledge when completing tasks individually, using one episode of writing; however, multiple episodes of output should be used when
attempting to measure learning (Bitchener & Storch, 2016). Additionally,
the posttests applied in the studies previously mentioned either repeat the
original writing task or require learners to edit their original attempt at
the task. Although the benefits of such posttests are undeniable, there is
value in investigating if learners are able to transfer jointly constructed
knowledge to new contexts (Lantolf & Poehner, 2014; van Oers, 1998).
Furthermore, from an SCT perspective, investigating if any knowledge
coconstructed when collaboratively processing WCF can be used in spontaneous output is valuable due to declarative knowledge potentially being
accessed smoothly and fluently (Lantolf et al., 2015).
This study helps to fill these gaps by observing and interpreting how
participants utilize knowledge they coconstruct with their writing partner
while collaboratively processing WCF on their jointly produced texts. The
utilization of this knowledge is observed in multiple individual writing
and speaking tasks.
Carr, N. (2022). Using Lessons From Collaboratively Processing Written Corrective
Feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 8(2), 6–39.
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Literature Review
In line with this paper’s aims and theoretical foundations, this literature review begins with an outline of internalization and imitation from
an SCT perspective. This is followed by a discussion of socioculturally informed research on WCF in which learners work collaboratively throughout the writing process.
Internalization and Imitation
SCT posits that the human mind is mediated (Vygotsky, 1986). Just as
tools are used to assist our interactions with our physical surroundings,
we mediate our higher mental functions through symbolic tools, such as
language (Lantolf, 2000). This mediation, or assistance, takes three forms,
which are referred to as object-, other-, and self-regulation (Lantolf &
Appel, 1994). In language learning, object-regulation refers to learners
using tools such as a dictionary to mediate their behavior (Lantolf et al.,
2015). Other-regulation refers to assistance being provided by another
person, with the assistance being provided primarily through participation in dialogue (Lantolf & Appel, 1994). Self-regulation refers to the
internalization of object- and other-regulation as a learner shifts toward
requiring less assistance (Lantolf et al., 2015).
The internalization of mediational means is negotiated through both
the interpersonal and intrapersonal planes (Winegar, 1997). Accordingly,
internalization is not a unidirectional flow of knowledge from the interpersonal plane into the mind of learner, but it involves externalization.
Therefore, the output of a learner may be evidence not of internalization
itself but of internalization taking place. Van Oers (1998) described this
as a process of recontextualization, with learners using what they learned
in a specific social context and then transferring and transforming this to
meet the demands of a similar (but not identical) context.
Imitation plays a key role in internalization (de Guerrero & Commander,
2013; Swain et al., 2015). Imitation is not thoughtless verbatim repetition,
but it is transformative, intentional, and goal-directed action (Vygotsky,
Carr, N. (2022). Using Lessons From Collaboratively Processing Written Corrective
Feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 8(2), 6–39.

Using Lessons From Collaboratively Processing Written Corrective Feedback • 9

2012) and can take place during interactions that occur well after the original instance of mediation (Tomasello, 2003). The transformative nature
of imitation results in language learners sometimes producing unnatural
or ungrammatical utterances (Saville-Troike, 1988). Such utterances do not
necessarily reflect an insufficiency of the initial instance of learning, but
they may form an important part of the process of internalization. Such
a view of internalization and imitation is in line with SCT, which considers the development of an individual to be unpredictable, even including
“regression to earlier forms of thinking” (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006, p. 52).
From an SCT perspective, the aim of language learners collaboratively
processing WCF on jointly produced texts is to first utilize object- and other-regulation while processing the feedback and then shift toward self-regulation by internalizing the object- and other-regulation; imitation is the
main vehicle through which this internalization occurs. Therefore, the
benefits of collaboratively processing WCF should not be measured purely
by whether learners are accurate when they use the knowledge generated
via the WCF in individual writing and speaking tasks. Imitation, by its
transformative nature, includes inaccurate usage. Consequently, an alternative way to measure the benefits of collaboratively processing WCF is
to search for imitation.
Collaboratively Processing WCF
One way in which learners may undertake other-regulation when processing feedback is to process the feedback collaboratively. Swain
and Lapkin (2002) reported the outcomes of a pair working collaboratively throughout the writing process. After coconstructing a text, they
received feedback in the form of a reformulation1—considered a type of direct2
feedback (Polio, 2012). After discussing the reformulation, participants
took part in a stimulated recall session to identify what they had learned,
and then they revised a typed-up version of their original text. Swain and
1 Cohen (1983, p. 4) defined a reformulation as “having a native writer of the target language rewrite the
learner’s essay” while maintaining the intention of the original author(s).
2 Direct WCF identifies the error and provides the correct form (van Beuningen et al., 2008).

Carr, N. (2022). Using Lessons From Collaboratively Processing Written Corrective
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Lapkin found that participants were able to coconstruct knowledge while
processing the WCF and use it when individually completing the posttest.
The two researchers concluded that opportunities to discuss the feedback
with a peer facilitated this process. Swain (2006, p. 97) later explained that
this “process of talking-it-through” may lead to learning, with the term
languaging being used to describe learners using language to mediate
their problem-solving. The notion of learners coconstructing knowledge while collaboratively processing WCF on jointly produced texts
and drawing on this knowledge in subsequent individual output was corroborated by Adams (2003) and Brooks and Swain (2009).
Storch (2010), Storch and Wigglesworth (2010), and Wigglesworth
and Storch (2012) investigated the impacts of different types of feedback
on the process of collaboratively processing WCF. All of these studies form
part of a larger dataset in which participants produced a text in pairs. Five
days later, either indirect feedback3 via editing codes or direct feedback
(reformulation) was provided to all pairs; immediately after processing
the feedback, pairs collaboratively rewrote their original attempt at the
task without referring to the feedback they had received. To test for retention, participants completed the same task individually 23 days later.
The results once again showed that learners can coconstruct knowledge
while collaboratively processing feedback and can draw on that knowledge when producing individual output.
Researchers have also conducted studies that use model texts rather
than reformulations. Coyle et al. (2018) defined a model text as a nativelike text attuned to learners’ level but not based on their original attempt at
the task. In other words, after learners attempt a writing task, they receive
a model text that acts as an example of how a more advanced user of the
language would complete the same writing task. When used as feedback
for writing tasks, model texts have been found to be beneficial for learners when they notice differences between their own text and the model
text (Coyle et al., 2018; García Mayo & Labandibar, 2017; Hanaoka, 2007;
3 Indirect WCF only identifies that an error occurred (van Beuningen et al., 2008).

Carr, N. (2022). Using Lessons From Collaboratively Processing Written Corrective
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Hanaoka & Izumi, 2012; Yang & Zhang, 2010). Unlike reformulations, a
single model text is also suitable for multiple learners.
While studies investigating the use of model texts do not fit neatly
into an SCT framework and mostly involve learners working individually
rather than collaboratively, results show that model texts assist learners in finding solutions to problems visible in their output as well as covert problems (i.e., learners’ problems in expressing themselves that were
not visible in output; see Hanaoka & Izumi, 2012; Yang & Zhang, 2010).
Additionally, learners were able to utilize some of these solutions when
completing posttests (Coyle et al. 2018; García Mayo & Labandibar, 2017;
Hanaoka, 2007; Hanaoka & Izumi, 2012; Yang & Zhang, 2010). Of particular relevance to the current study is the work of Coyle et al. (2018) and
Yang and Zhang (2010), in which participants collaboratively processed
feedback on jointly produced texts, with both studies noting the important role dialogue plays when learners coconstruct knowledge while processing model texts.
Study Rationale and Research Question
The research to date has suggested that collaboratively processing
WCF through coconstructed texts offers benefits for learners, regardless of whether the WCF is indirect, a reformulation, or a model text.
However, there are caveats to this evaluation. Firstly, apart from Coyle et
al. (2018), the studies discussed in the previous section employed a single
posttest to investigate participants’ ability to draw on previously coconstructed knowledge while completing tasks individually. As noted earlier,
SCT holds that learning is nonlinear (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006); hence, a
more complete picture of the internalization of coconstructed knowledge
is likely to be gained by observing multiple episodes of output rather than
a single episode (Bitchener & Storch, 2016). While Coyle et al. utilized
multiple posttests, the tests were completed in pairs. Without denying the
value of the insights this study provides, development within SCT is concerned with how learners internalize mediational means. Therefore, there
Carr, N. (2022). Using Lessons From Collaboratively Processing Written Corrective
Feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 8(2), 6–39.
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is a need to investigate learners’ ability to use the knowledge they coconstruct via collaboratively processing WCF—do they use this knowledge
when producing output in the absence of object- and other-regulation on
multiple occasions?
The posttests employed in previous research required either additional
attempts at the original task (Adams, 2003; Coyle et al., 2018; Storch &
Wigglesworth, 2010; Yang & Zhang, 2010) or edits of the original attempt
(Brooks & Swain, 2009; Swain & Lapkin, 2002). While such methods have
benefits, participants may have merely reproduced memorized chunks
during their posttest—a potential shortcoming noted in Wigglesworth
and Storch (2012). As previously noted, internalization includes a process of recontextualization, in which learners use what they have learned
in specific social contexts and transfer and transform this knowledge to
meet the demands of a similar—but not identical—context (van Oers,
1998). Accordingly, investigating whether this coconstructed knowledge
can be used in tasks which are similar, but not identical, to the original collaborative task is needed. Finally, all posttests to date involved
writing tasks, not speaking tasks. SCT considers declarative knowledge to
have the potential to be accessed smoothly and fluently (Lantolf et al.,
2015). Declarative knowledge is typically learned “through intentional
and conscious instruction” (Lantolf et al., 2015, p. 220) or “conscious attention to stimuli” (Ullman, 2014, p. 139). Thus, investigating if the knowledge coconstructed when collaboratively processing WCF can be used in
spontaneous output is justified. Based on these gaps in the literature, the
following research question was formulated: While completing individual written and spoken output, how do adult English language learners
studying in Australia draw upon previously coconstructed knowledge
generated via collaboratively processing WCF on jointly produced writing
tasks?

Carr, N. (2022). Using Lessons From Collaboratively Processing Written Corrective
Feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 8(2), 6–39.
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Method
The larger study from which this paper is drawn (Carr, 2020) generated a dataset about the experiences of four English language learners
while collaboratively processing WCF. This paper focuses on how two
of these adult learners used the knowledge they coconstructed while
processing feedback to perform subsequent writing and speaking tasks
individually.
Case Study
In line with this study’s aims of providing a rich description of what
participants learn while collaboratively processing WCF and how they
use this knowledge, a case study approach was adopted. As Flyvbjerg
(2011) argued, using a case study is not a methodological choice, but a
choice of what is to be studied. Case studies are not generalizable to populations, but rather the researchers who use them aim to be generalizable
to theoretical positions (Yin, 2009). Therefore, the aim of this study is to
provide insights that further our understanding of the role WCF can play
in language development.
Participants
Carol and Kazue (pseudonyms) expressed interest in this study by
responding to a call for participation. Previously strangers, they were selected to participate as a pair due to their similar English language levels,
professional backgrounds, and goals.
Carol, a Vietnamese gastroenterologist in her thirties, migrated to
Australia in 2017. During this study, she was working toward accreditation to practice medicine in Australia, which involves passing the medical
Occupational English Test (OET) and volunteering at a local medical
clinic. Kazue, a Japanese doctor in her forties, was studying English in
Australia to increase her International English Language Testing System
(IELTS) score to facilitate postgraduate medical studies. To achieve this
goal, Kazue attended daily IELTS preparation classes. OET and IELTS test
Carr, N. (2022). Using Lessons From Collaboratively Processing Written Corrective
Feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 8(2), 6–39.
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scores showed both participants were intermediate-level English language
learners, with an approximate IELTS band of 6.0.
Data Collection and Implementation
Data were collected from video recordings of participants collaboratively processing WCF on their jointly produced texts, audio-recorded retrospective interviews, and participants’ writing and speaking tasks. Over
five weeks, I delivered a series of ten 90-minute English language lessons.
In response to participants’ requests, the lessons focused on listening, writing, and speaking tasks related to IELTS and OET preparation. During
these classes, participants coconstructed two texts—a collaborative graph
description and a collaborative doctor’s referral. The former is based on
the first writing task of the IELTS academic test and utilizes a line graph
description task (Tyreman, 2012); the latter is based on the writing section of the medical OET and involves a task to create a doctor’s referral
letter (Maiva Corporation, n.d.). Each coconstructed text went through
two drafts. First drafts received indirect feedback and second drafts received direct feedback in the form of an example answer, resulting in
participants collaboratively processing WCF four times. These feedback
sessions were video recorded.
In line with SCT research arguing against predetermining emerging
functions (Valsiner & Van der Veer, 1999) and to account for “initially unforeseen learning” during collaboration (Wells, 1999, p. 345), the indirect
WCF was unfocused. It addressed both grammatical and content-level
issues. Sentences that contained a grammatical error were highlighted in
orange. No additional information was provided, increasing the chances
of participants needing to pool their knowledge or use tools such as online literary resources when responding to the WCF. An example of this
type of feedback is:
She presented the first time on 15th April due to stomachache which caused her
indigestion.
Carr, N. (2022). Using Lessons From Collaboratively Processing Written Corrective
Feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 8(2), 6–39.
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Content feedback was provided by highlighting sentences in green. In
line with Ashwell (2000), content feedback addressed issues such as cohesion, clarity, and relevance, and it was accompanied by prompts to guide
responses. An example of this feedback is:

Is there a better way to express “found no interest in food”?
She found no interest in food

A blue highlight was used for sentences that required editing for both
content and grammar. No additional information was given for grammatical errors, but written prompts were provided for content-level issues.

Coal’s usage increased by 70%?
On the other hand, coal usage started in 1800, increasing significantly until 1900 by
70%, then dropped and harved in 2000.

Participants received direct feedback on their second draft in the form
of an example answer. The example answer was a hybrid between a reformulation and a model text—it incorporated features that dealt with issues
reflected in participants’ earlier attempts at the task. This was achieved by
adapting the example answers provided by Tyreman (2012) and Maiva
Corporation (n.d.) for the IELTS and OET writing tasks, respectively.
I conducted individual retrospective interviews, which were audio
recorded, after the second and fourth feedback sessions. Each interview
consisted of a stimulated recall and a semistructured interview. The first
interview discussed feedback sessions 1 and 2, the second discussed feedback sessions 3 and 4. During the stimulated recall, participants watched
the video recording of their feedback sessions. Either a participant
stopped the video when they felt knowledge had been coconstructed or
I stopped the video when it appeared they had agreed on a response to
an instance of WCF. This allowed participants to identify any knowledge
that was coconstructed during the interaction. The stimulated-recall technique utilized in the interviews was used effectively in earlier studies of
collaborative WCF processing (see Adams, 2003; Swain & Lapkin, 2002).
Carr, N. (2022). Using Lessons From Collaboratively Processing Written Corrective
Feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 8(2), 6–39.
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Member checking was performed throughout the study to ensure participants’ perceptions were represented accurately. Truscott and Hsu (2008)
noted that learning generated via WCF may be “new knowledge or simply priming of existing knowledge” (p. 293). Therefore, participants also
identified whether any knowledge generated while processing the feedback was primed or new. An example of how the video recordings were
used to identify knowledge that was coconstructed while collaboratively
processing feedback is shown in Example 1.
Example 1
The following sentence was highlighted in orange because it contains
a grammatical error:
However, oil grew up more steep than Gas.

The feedback initiated the following interaction:
197

Kazue:

oil grew up more steep, more steep (looking away; low volume)

198

Carol:

I don’t know what, what wrong with this sentence (laughs) grew up

199

Kazue:

oil usage, maybe, oil usage (writes correction on draft 1—adding in
usage), grew up more steeply (low volume; no eye contact), more
steeply (said with higher volume and appears to realize error), more
steep (looks at Carol)

200

Carol:

yeah

201

Kazue:

more steeply

202

Carol:

more steep, more steeply

203

Kazue:

ah, adjective adverb

204

Carol:

I think it’s

205

Kazue:

steep is okay? More steeply (no eye contact, looking away); maybe
it must be adverb; steeply, yes, than gas

After watching the video recording of this interaction, Kazue identified the adverbial form of steep as an instance of preexisting knowledge
being primed. Carol identified “steeply” as an instance of new knowledge
being constructed.
Carr, N. (2022). Using Lessons From Collaboratively Processing Written Corrective
Feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 8(2), 6–39.
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Coconstructed Knowledge Points and Their Usage
When presenting instances of learning such as the one shown in
Example 1, using terms such as linguistic item or instance of learning became problematic; therefore, I use the term coconstructed knowledge point
(CKP) to refer to instances of the participants identifying the learning
they derived through interacting with WCF, their partners, and inanimate
experts (such as dictionaries and translation software). Consequently,
I use the term new CKP to refer to the CKPs that participants identified
as the creation of new knowledge and the term developing CKP for those
instances that they identified as the refinement of preexisting knowledge.
In feedback sessions 1 and 2, the participants reviewed WCF provided
on the collaborative graph description. The participants had the opportunity to use CKPs generated in these feedback sessions during four other
tasks: individual written graph description 1 and 2 and individual spoken
graph description 1 and 2. All of these tasks were line graph descriptions,
with each new line graph including some features of the original. In feedback sessions 3 and 4, participants reviewed the WCF provided on the
collaborative doctor’s referral letter. They completed three subsequent
individual tasks that facilitated the opportunity to utilize CKPs from
these feedback sessions: the individually written referral 1 and 2 and the
individual spoken doctor’s referral. All tasks required a patient to be referred for further investigation, but patient symptoms and circumstances
differed. Facilitating the usage of all identified CKPs in a nonrepeat task
was impractical; therefore, while each individual task allowed for a high
proportion of CKPs to be drawn upon, it could not be expected that all
identified CKPs were used in each task.
To familiarize participants with recording monologues, participants
recorded five monologues prior to individual spoken graph description 1.
Participants identified the usage of CKPs in their individual output during
the second retrospective interview. Transcripts of the video recordings
and participant output are available (see Carr, 2022). A timeline of the
data collection process is shown in Figure 1.
Carr, N. (2022). Using Lessons From Collaboratively Processing Written Corrective
Feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 8(2), 6–39.
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Figure 1
Data Collection Timeline

Data Analysis
The video recordings of all four feedback sessions and audio recordings of the retrospective interviews were transcribed. All collaborative
Carr, N. (2022). Using Lessons From Collaboratively Processing Written Corrective
Feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 8(2), 6–39.
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and individual output were typed up, and instances of a participant identifying the use of a CKP were noted. All CKPs identified by participants
were checked to ensure participants evidenced the construction of this
knowledge during their interactions with each other, the feedback, or resources such as an online dictionary. Two of the author’s colleagues also
reviewed the CKPs identified by participants to ensure the learning was
evidenced in an interaction while processing the feedback.
As noted previously, SCT views development as nonlinear (Lantolf
& Thorne, 2006). The imitation of knowledge is a transformative process
(Vygotsky, 2012), which may result in incorrect usage (Saville-Troike,
1988) and which can occur after the initial social interaction (Tomasello,
2003). Therefore, participants’ usage of CKPs during individual output
was not analyzed in terms of correct usage; rather, it was analyzed in
terms of attempts to draw upon the knowledge which was coconstructed
while collaboratively processing feedback. This includes transforming the
knowledge to meet the needs of the new situation (Example 2) and incorrect usage (Example 3).
Example 2
Kazue identified the phrase “come into use” as a new CKP generated
during feedback session 2. She then transformed this knowledge to meet
the demands of graph description 2 as follows:
“mobile phone came into usage in nineteen nine”

Example 3
Carol identified the lexeme “obsolete” as a new CKP coconstructed
during the first feedback session. When completing individual written
graph description 2, she drew on this knowledge as follows:
“As a conclusion, coal was the most important source in the past which totally obsoleted in 2010.”
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Findings
This section presents both a summary and specific examples of how
participants used CKPs in individual output. The usage of CKPs that participants generated while processing the indirect feedback and example
answer for the collaborative graph description (feedback sessions 1 and
2, respectively) is presented first, followed by CKPs that participants constructed while reviewing the indirect feedback and example answer for
the collaborative doctor referral (feedback sessions 3 and 4, respectively).
All excerpts taken from participant output are presented verbatim.
CKPs Generated While Processing the Indirect Feedback and the
Example Answer for the Collaborative Graph Description (Feedback
Sessions 1 and 2)
Carol and Kazue were given four opportunities to use CKPs from feedback sessions 1 and 2 in individual output. These tasks were performed as
follows: individual written graph description 1 and 2 were completed on
days 12 and 28, respectively, and individual spoken graph description 1
and 2 were completed on days 18 and 25, respectively.
During the first retrospective interview, Carol identified four developing CKPs and 10 new CKPs generated during feedback sessions 1
and 2 (see Appendix A for details). As shown in Figure 2, Carol was able
to utilize two developing CKPs and two new CKPs when completing her
individual writing and speaking tasks. When completing speaking tasks,
Carol only utilized knowledge she identified as developing CKPs.
Kazue identified five developing CKPs and eight new CKPs constructed during the first two feedback sessions (see Appendix B for details). Kazue also utilized CKPs in both her spoken and written output.
In total, she used four developing CKPs and four new CKPs when completing her individual written and speaking tasks. Because she utilized
two developing CKPs in individual spoken graph description 1 and then
one new CKP in individual spoken graph description 2, Kazue provides
evidence that both primed and new knowledge generated via WCF can be
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utilized in spontaneous output. Unlike Carol, Kazue tended to use different CKPs in each task, with no single task accurately displaying what she
had learned while processing WCF with Carol.
Figure 2
CKP Usage, Feedback Sessions 1 and 2

A specific example of Carol drawing on the knowledge coconstructed
via collaboratively processing WCF is the lexeme obsolete. Carol identified learning the meaning of obsolete as a new CKP generated during
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feedback session 1, with the lexeme appearing in draft 2 of the collaborative graph description as follows: “making wood as a obsolete fuel.” Carol
did not use the CKP until her fourth individual task (individual written
graph description 2), for which she wrote: “coal was the most important
source in the past which totally obsoleted in 2010.”
As noted previously, imitation plays a key role in internalization.
Imitation is potentially transformative (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006), but transformation sometimes results in ungrammatical usage (Saville-Troike, 1988).
Therefore, Carol’s inaccurate attempt to use the CKP indicates her internalization process rather than a backward step in development.
Kazue identified the phrase come into use as a new CKP generated
during feedback session 2. The phrase appeared as “oil came into use
after 1900” in the example answer. She used the phrase twice in subsequent tasks: on individual spoken graph description 2, she said, “Mobile
phone came into usage in nineteen nine”; and on individual written graph
description 2, she wrote, “Natural gas, which came into use in 1980.”
Without denying the possibility of memorization when feedback takes the
form of an example answer, Kazue displays evidence of transformation as
she changes use to usage and uses the phrase in a relative clause.
CKPs Generated While Processing Indirect Feedback and the Example
Answer for the Collaborative Doctor’s Referral (Feedback Sessions 3 and 4)
Carol and Kazue performed three tasks that provided opportunities
to use CKPs from feedback sessions 3 and 4. These tasks were performed
as follows: individual written doctor’s referral 1 and 2 were completed on
days 25 and 32, respectively, and the individual spoken doctor’s referral
was completed on day 28.
Carol identified 14 developing CKPs and 5 new CKPs (see Appendix
C for details) generated via feedback sessions 3 and 4. She utilized nine developing CKPs and three new CKPs when completing individual written
referral 1 and 2 and the individual spoken doctor’s referral. As shown in
Figure 3, most of the CKPs Carol used when completing the writing tasks
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were CKPs concerned with letter-writing conventions. While Carol once
again showed the ability to use CKPs in her spontaneous output, she only
used knowledge she identified as developing CKPs.
Kazue identified five developing CKPs and nine new CKPs constructed during feedback sessions 3 and 4 (see Appendix D for details). As
shown in Figure 3, Kazue used 13 of these when completing her individual written and spoken referrals. Furthermore, Kazue was less sporadic in
the CKPs she used from feedback sessions 3 and 4 when compared with
CKPs from feedback sessions 1 and 2—in other words, she used the same CKPs
on several occasions in all of her individual output rather than using
CKPs only once. Once again, Kazue utilized both a developing and a
new CKP in her speaking tasks.
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Figure 3
CKP Usage, Feedback Sessions 3 and 4

A specific example of both participants drawing on knowledge they
coconstructed while processing feedback is the verb radiate taking the
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preposition to. Carol identified this as a developing CKP constructed
during feedback session 3; Kazue identified it as a new CKP. Their response to the feedback resulted in the following solution in their second
draft of the collaborative doctor’s referral: “the pain woRsened [sic] and
began to Radiate [sic] to her back and lower abdomen.” In the individual
spoken doctor’s referral, Carol used this CKP as follows: “pain which radiating to the, his lower back.” She also used this CKP in individual written
doctor’s referral 2: “and radiated to the upper abdomen.” Kazue used the
CKP three times: “of the abdomen without radiation to other parts” (individual written doctor’s referral 1), “stomach pain and, which radiate to
lower back” (individual spoken doctor’s referral), and “radiate to upper
abdomen” (individual written doctor’s referral 2). While the preposition to itself cannot be transformed, Carol used the verb radiate with its
accompanying preposition in a variety of tenses when referring patients
with different symptoms. Kazue transferred the use of the preposition to
accompany the noun form of the verb when completing individual written doctor’s referral 1.
Together, the two participants drew on just over 60% of all CKPs on
at least one occasion when completing individual writing and speaking
tasks. Over the course of this study, Carol utilized 48% of CKPs by using
11 of 18 developing CKPs and five of 15 new CKPs on at least one occasion
when completing her individual writing and speaking tasks. Additionally,
she employed six developing CKPs and four new CKPs on two or more occasions. This suggests that her usage of CKPs was not merely a collection
of one-offs, but that she had either internalized, or begun to internalize,
almost half of the CKPs coconstructed while she and Kazue collaboratively processed WCF. While Carol’s overall usage of CKPs indicates that
she drew on both developing and new CKPs in similar amounts, she was
more likely to use developing CKPs than new ones during spontaneous
speech.
Kazue employed a higher percentage of CKPs than Carol when completing her individual tasks, using 77% of CKPs. She employed
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eight of her 10 developing CKPs and 13 of her 17 new CKPs on at
least one occasion, and she applied five developing and six new CKPs
on two or more occasions. In both writing and speaking tasks, Kazue
used developing and new CKPs in similar amounts. This suggests that, for
Kazue, some of the declarative knowledge she and Carol generated while
processing WCF became accessible to her in a manner similar to procedural knowledge, but in a short amount of time. Procedural knowledge is usually (a) not learned intentionally but “acquired in immersions
settings” (Lantolf et al., 2015, p. 219) through consistent exposure over an
extended period of time (Ullman, 2014) and (b) readily accessible without
conscious practice.
Discussion
This study traces how participants attempted (or did not attempt) to
use what they identified as the learning they generated via collaboratively
processing WCF on IELTS and OET writing tasks in individual writing
and speaking tasks. I discuss these findings in relation to earlier research
on the collaborative processing of WCF, and then I consider the factors
that may have influenced participants’ usage of CKPs in individual output.
The findings show that participants were able to use their coconstructed knowledge when completing writing and speaking tasks individually. This result extends the extant literature by requiring participants to
complete multiple episodes of written and spoken output, which involves
some degree of transfer. Additionally, this was not mindless copying—per
Lantolf and Thorne’s (2006) description of imitation and internalization,
participants transformed CKPs to meet the demands of different contexts.
Directly comparing the present study with earlier research such as
Adams (2003) and Swain and Lapkin (2002) is problematic for several
reasons. Unlike earlier research, this study (a) contained tasks that involved some degree of transfer; (b) incorporated speaking tasks; and
(c) analyzed data in terms of attempts to use coconstructed knowledge
(including ungrammatical usage) rather than analyzing usage in terms
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of “more or less target like” (Adams, 2003, p. 360). However, in a similar
manner to previous studies, this case study found participants were able
to draw on a large percentage of the knowledge they coconstructed when
collaboratively processing WCF on jointly produced texts. Collectively,
participants drew on just over 60% of CKPs on at least one occasion when
completing individual writing and speaking tasks. However, Kazue utilized noticeably more CKPs (77%) in her output than Carol (48%).
While the reasons for Carol’s lower usage of CKPs are unclear, participants noted factors that impeded their usage of CKPs during their second interview. These factors were anxiety, a lack of practice, and learner
agency. Carol explained that nerves were a factor when she completed
individual written graph description 1, stating she felt “so nervous” and
“it’s [CKP] somewhere in my mind [but] it cannot came [sic] out.” CKPs
were not practiced in the classes included in this study, and participants
stated they did not practice CKPs during private study outside of these
classes. This lack of practice appears to have impeded CKP usage in individual output. Carol stated she remembered more CKPs than evidenced
in her output, but she could not “speak it out” during the speaking tasks.
Similarly, Kazue said, “I read it, I can understand, but writing is I need
to practice it a little bit more.” This perspective was evidenced by Carol
explaining the meaning of four unused CKPs and Kazue two during their
second interviews. The interviews were not designed to test unused CKPs;
however, they allowed participants to display their understanding of some
CKPs. Therefore, the numbers expressed here are not intended to indicate
which participant retained more CKPs; rather, they show that participants
were unable to use some CKPs in individual tasks despite being able to
recall the knowledge later.
Learner agency also influenced Kazue’s usage of CKPs. When discussing her nonusage of “level off ” in individual written graph description
1 and individual spoken graph description 2, she commented, “I used
‘at the top of ’ so maybe, uh, it means already like ‘level off ’ . . . then I
can’t use another word, another phrase.” These comments suggest Kazue
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sometimes exercised her agency and used linguistic resources she found
more convenient rather than specific CKPs constructed during feedback
sessions, thus reducing the amount of learning evidenced in her output.
The factors participants identified as impeding usage of CKPs add to previous research on WCF by highlighting that participants are unlikely to
employ all the learning they generate while processing feedback in their
individual output.
Most CKPs used during spontaneous output were identified as developing CKPs. The knowledge coconstructed during feedback sessions
in this study contained the characteristics of declarative knowledge (see
Ullman, 2014), thus corroborating Lantolf et al.’s (2015) argument that
declarative knowledge can be accessed smoothly through practice. The
social interactions in which these CKPs were generated likely acted as a
type of practice for participants to further develop their knowledge of,
and ability to access, developing CKPs. However, some new CKPs were
used in spontaneous output. Participants stated that they did not practice CKPs privately, so the usage of these new CKPs (a) contradicts the
need for learners to practice them to facilitate the smooth access of this
knowledge and (b) indicates some declarative knowledge coconstructed
through social interaction becomes available for spontaneous speech acts
without deliberate practice.
CKP usage increased as the study progressed; factors that may have
induced this trend require consideration. As already noted, participants
stated they did not practice CKPs privately. Participants’ milieus may have
been important. CKPs from the collaborative graph description (feedback
sessions 1 and 2) were unlikely to be encountered while Carol volunteered
at a medical clinic, but she probably would have opportunities to encounter CKPs generated from the collaborative doctor’s referral (feedback sessions 3 and 4). Carol’s individual output used four CKPs from feedback
sessions 1 and 2 and 11 from feedback sessions 3 and 4; however, Carol
indicated this was not due to her work environment. During member
checking, she noted a significant disparity between the requirements of
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the medical OET exam (upon which all doctor referral tasks were based)
and her workplace. Therefore, the increase in CKP usage may have been
related to Carol’s goal of passing the OET exam. Kazue’s daily IELTS classes
likely provided opportunities to interact with CKPs from the collaborative
graph description but not CKPs related to the collaborative doctor’s referral. Nonetheless, Kazue used significantly more CKPs from the doctor’s
referral (13) than the graph description (8), indicating her daily English
classes did not cause her to use CKPs more frequently in the individual
tasks she completed in this study. It is also possible participants reflected
on CKPs in subvocal private speech. Nevertheless, both practice of and
exposure to CKPs outside this study appear to have had minimal effect on
CKP usage in individual output.
Conclusion
In this research I set out to track how knowledge coconstructed while
collaboratively processing WCF on jointly produced IELTS and OET
writing tasks was used when participants individually completed subsequent tasks that were similar, yet not identical, to the original tasks. This
case study found that the knowledge generated through collaboratively
processing WCF on jointly produced texts was able to be transferred to
meet the demands of similar contexts. Based on my findings, I note the
following implications for language teachers and researchers.
First, in addition to supporting previous research advocating for collaboration throughout the writing process (e.g., Storch & Wigglesworth,
2010; Swain & Lapkin, 2002), any learning generated by students who collaboratively process WCF may extend to new individual output—including speaking tasks. Second, in spontaneous output participants used some
new knowledge that met the characteristics of declarative knowledge, despite no evidence of practice to facilitate its smooth access. This supports
the notion that declarative knowledge can be useful in spontaneous output; yet, in some cases, it contradicts the need for practice to allow smooth
access. Third, factors such as participant anxiety, learner agency, and a
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lack of practice reduced participants’ usage of coconstructed knowledge
in individual output. Accordingly, this study highlights the need for learners to be provided with multiple opportunities to not only evidence what
they learn during pair work but also further internalize this knowledge.
These opportunity tasks should not be limited to writing tasks—they
should include speaking tasks. One pedagogical implication for this finding is teachers need to regularly provide both speaking and writing tasks
that contain similar features to the original pair/group writing task. Doing
so may facilitate not only the opportunity for learners to more accurately
display what they learn while collaboratively processing WCF but also the
internalization of any coconstructed knowledge.
Despite the new insights provided by this study, some limitations need
to be addressed. First, it should be reiterated that this research was a case
study—the results are not generalizable to all possible settings and participants. Second, the writing tasks used in this study, a line graph description and a doctor’s letter of referral, enabled coconstructed knowledge to
be easily transferred into similar—but not identical—tasks. Tasks of a
different genre may not allow coconstructed knowledge to be transferred
so easily. Third, it is possible that participants came to suspect that this study
was investigating how knowledge coconstructed through their peer-topeer interactions was being used in their individual output. While this
limitation would not influence their ability to draw on any coconstructed
knowledge, it may have influenced their agency when completing individual tasks. Participants did not receive additional mediation when they
used coconstructed knowledge inaccurately in their individual output—
it was beyond the scope of this study. Observing how learners engage with
additional feedback on their individual tasks and how they progress toward self-regulation in longitudinal studies are two areas future research
could explore. Such an exploration could advance our understanding of
how language learners coconstruct knowledge during pair/group work
and then, through imitation and additional mediation, progress toward
self-regulation.
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Appendix A
CKPs Identified by Carol During Feedback Sessions 1 and 2
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Appendix B
CKPs Identified by Kazue During Feedback Sessions 1 and 2
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Appendix C
CKPs Identified by Carol During Feedback Sessions 3 and 4
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Appendix D
CKPs Identified by Kazue During Feedback Sessions 3 and 4
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Abstract: Despite a wealth of research on feedback practices in synchronous and asynchronous courses, little has been done to investigate such practices in hybrid writing pedagogy. How do instructors make choices about providing feedback when both
instructional modes are operating in a course? A qualitative study conducted with
14 instructors who teach hybrid writing courses at a large state university reveals
how they navigated a series of choices about providing feedback on student writing. This study shows that instructional modality, the use of a learning management
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how and when to provide feedback, especially on low-stakes work. While there is an
emerging sense of thoughtful and critical decision-making around types of feedback
and modality, this study finds that instructors do not yet have an integrated strategy when using an LMS to provide feedback in hybrid courses.

Keywords: feedback, hybrid, blended learning, responding to student writing, online writing instruction (OWI)

I

ncreasingly, writing instructors find themselves adapting to some combination of instructional modes. While writing programs have long
offered face-to-face, asynchronous online, and hybrid courses, the
COVID-19 lockdowns of 2020 and 2021 fueled more widespread use of
other mode combinations to deliver course content: synchronous online,
asynchronous and synchronous online, and hyflex.1 This expansion reflects
a growing trend in higher education for hybrid formats, a trend that specifically impacts the amount of labor faculty perform in order to teach a
course that is offered in two instructional modes (see Adams Wooten et
al., 2022). One important part of these labor considerations is how writing instructors provide feedback on student writing. Because providing
feedback is a key practice in writing courses, adapting to these hybrid formats requires instructors to decide when and how they respond to student
writing and which feedback modality to use when they do. For example,
instructors can consider which types of learning activities allow for which
types of feedback, how timely and time-consuming the feedback must be,
and how a learning management system (LMS) mediates feedback and affects the perception of instructor presence and availability.
Part of the challenge of adapting feedback practices to hybrid formats
stems from defining what “hybrid” means. Paull and Snart (2016) offered
a definition of hybrid, or blended learning, partially in terms of interaction: Hybrid classes offer “real-time, face-to-face interaction with peers
1 The hyflex instructional mode is the newest innovation in blended course delivery, and it is the one that
gives students the most choice. The CCCC Online Writing Instruction Standing Group (2021) defined hyflex
as “delivered in multiple modes and students and instructors can choose how they participate” (p. 14).
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and professors” as well as “real, sustainable curricular innovation in the
form of online learning” (p. 4). Recently, other scholars have refined this
definition by focusing on how faculty schedule their teaching time in hybrid courses (Warnock, 2021) and when students access and interact with
these courses (Martin et al., 2020).
The truth is that all of these definitions reflect hybrid pedagogy. Their
common denominator is the inherent division between synchronous and
asynchronous teaching and learning. For college writing instructors, feedback practices in such courses are inherently divided because the course
operates in different instructional modes. Hybrid courses would appear
to give instructors the best of both worlds because feedback is not only
dependent on “text-based communication” (Stine, 2004, pp. 60–63) but
can occur across multiple spaces and in multiple modalities. However,
hybrid courses also present an array of choices instructors must make to
maximize the feedback mechanism for each instructional mode to support
student learning.
Dividing feedback practices is not, of course, exclusive to hybrid
teaching. Responding to student writing can happen in “real time” in
an asynchronous course through a virtual conference and can happen
asynchronously in a synchronous course when returning a commented
paper through an LMS. In composition courses, however, instructors also
provide feedback on writing-process work. For synchronous teaching,
feedback is often delivered through verbal and even nonverbal forms of
interaction; for asynchronous teaching, feedback depends heavily on textbased communication (Wolsey, 2008). Instructors of hybrid courses must
design a course around the affordances of both modes by making decisions
about what the purpose of verbal and written feedback is and how, when,
and why to provide it in each instructional mode. These decisions also
affect the amount of labor required for the instructor.
Hybrid-course design and delivery is further complicated by using an
LMS to deliver content and provide feedback in both the synchronous
and asynchronous sessions. The use of LMS platforms is pervasive in
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higher education (Dahlstrom et al., 2014), and instructors in all disciplines
appreciate LMS platforms due to their capabilities for archiving feedback.
Instructors of hybrid writing courses, however, must find the right balance
between providing feedback verbally and through LMS tools.
To better understand hybrid courses in our composition program, we convened a task force in Fall 2019 to gather teaching resources and collect relevant
scholarship to prepare a literature review. In Spring 2020, we surveyed and interviewed instructors at our institution about their experiences teaching these
courses, which at the time constituted about 10% of course offerings. One of our
goals was to gather evidence about how the hybrid format affects the decisions
instructors make about when to provide feedback on student work (especially
writing-process work) and which feedback modality they use to deliver it (synchronous/oral or asynchronous/written). We asked instructors who were teaching hybrid college-writing courses to describe how the hybrid format—which,
by its very nature, divides the pedagogical approach—influences both the intent
of feedback and the logistics of providing it.
Two research questions informed the inquiry for the study:
• RQ 1: How do instructors teaching hybrid writing courses decide
how to provide feedback in both the synchronous and asynchronous
modes?
• RQ 2: How does the technological interface—the LMS—affect instructor decisions about how and when to provide feedback on student writing?
Literature Review
A wealth of research exists on feedback practices, which are a crucial part of writing-intensive courses. Sommers’s (1982) landmark
work, Responding to Student Writing, laid the foundation for much of
the research that has followed in this field, both for traditional synchronous courses as well as hybrid and fully asynchronous courses. Core tenets of the literature include the consideration of instructors’ increased
workload when teaching writing-intensive courses (e.g., Conference on
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College Composition and Communication Committee for Best Practices
in Online Writing Instruction, 2013), instructors’ use of longer questions
and requests rather than shorter, imperative statements when giving feedback (e.g., Ferris, 1997), and the importance of using text-specific comments in feedback rather than interchangeable ones (e.g., Boyd, 2008;
Mische, 2020; Rockey & Saichaie, 2020). Scholars continue to survey
courses across instructional modes to determine what types of feedback
instructors are giving and how students respond to that feedback.
Scholars researching students and feedback have also considered students’ perception of feedback. Research has found that regardless of instructional mode, students prefer positive, relatable, and expanding2 feedback
that highlights instructor presence and interaction rather than vague or interchangeable feedback (Boyd, 2008; Mische, 2020; Rockey & Saichaie,
2020; Wolsey, 2008). These preferences have been found separately in research on both synchronous and asynchronous instructional modes and
in courses across the disciplines.
Research on feedback in asynchronous courses, in addition to echoing
the findings of research on feedback in synchronous courses, has highlighted
students’ preference for comments that value instructor interaction. The
ability to track student interactions in LMS platforms also has revealed
the differences in how students engage with feedback on different drafts.
Students are more likely to open feedback on earlier drafts versus final
drafts, a distinction that continues throughout the length of the course
(Laflen & Smith, 2017). These findings support previous research that has
indicated students prefer timely feedback to make appropriate changes
to their writing (Boyd, 2008; Dennen et al., 2007; Young, 2006). Much
research on students’ interaction with feedback has focused on the types
of feedback instructors offer on drafts of major assignments or essays through different feedback modalities (e.g., Grigoryan, 2017) and
peer and instructor audiences (e.g., Corbett & LaFrance, 2018). But there
has not been much research on the smaller, low-stakes assignments and
2 Expanding feedback refers to comments that focus on what the student could add and what new directions
the writing could take.
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writing-process work that many instructors teaching hybrid writing
courses give, such as drafts of research questions or a preliminary genre
analysis (Morris et al., 2021), even though this feedback cycle is a notable
aspect of hybrid or online courses (Hewett, 2015; Warnock, 2009).
Instructors teaching asynchronous and hybrid courses have, by definition, fewer opportunities to interact with students in real time (although
feedback on writing allows for that interaction). Boyd (2008) studied student perceptions of their learning in online and hybrid first-year composition (FYC) courses, and her data, collected from her two-part survey,
show some inconsistency in how students view such interaction. When
responding to the portion of the survey with Likert-type scales, students
reported their perceived interaction with their instructor in a hybrid or fully
asynchronous FYC course as equal or higher than in a synchronous one.
Students’ short written responses to the open-ended questions of that survey, however, revealed “an ambivalence about the amount of contact they
had with their instructors in online course environments” (p. 230). Both
Boyd (2008) and Young (2006) argued that the unique challenge of fully
asynchronous learning lies in the frequency and ease of interaction between the instructor and the students. These studies, and others across
the disciplines, concentrate on synchronous and asynchronous courses;
however, there is little research focused solely on the role of feedback in
hybrid courses, in which both instructional modes operate together. We
broach this topic in this article, but further research is needed.
Research Methods
During fall 2019, the task force designed a survey and interview protocol, approved by our institution’s IRB, to research how instructors design
and teach hybrid courses. The original members of the task force consisted
of seven faculty members, including the associate and assistant directors of
composition, full-time, non-tenure-track faculty, and one graduate teaching assistant. In January 2020, we sent a Qualtrics survey via email to 17
instructors (several of whom were members of the task force) with experience
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teaching hybrid writing courses. Survey questions focused on their experience with teaching writing and with teaching hybrid courses; the survey
protocol also included questions about how faculty members perceive the
role of technology in the classroom, and whether faculty members had access to or completed professional development focused on hybrid instruction. The last question in the survey asked instructors if they were willing
to participate in a follow-up interview.
Of the 17 instructors, 14 responded to the survey, and all respondents
agreed to be interviewed. Table 1 summarizes the interview participants’
hybrid teaching experience and identifies instructors who had previously
taught hybrid courses at different institutions. All participants were contingent faculty with terminal degrees who ranged from novice to veteran
instructors of hybrid composition courses.
Table 1
Summary Chart of Participants’ Hybrid Teaching Experience3
Course type

First-year composition (FYC)
and advanced
composition
courses at a public university

Number of
interview participants with
experience in
the course
12

Description of hybrid course

•

One in-person session each week

•

The rest of the material was delivered
asynchronously

3 Unless otherwise noted, all courses listed in this table took place over a 15-week semester.
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Technical-communication editing course at a
public university
(cross listed for
undergraduate
and graduate
students)

1

FYC course at a
private university

2

FYC course at
a community
college

2

•

In-person sessions every other week for
3 hours

•

Students completed timed work every
other week using the same “class period”
as the in-person session

•

In-person sessions twice a week

•

A third class session was held asynchronously

•

8-week course

•

One in-person session each week

•

The rest of the material was delivered
asynchronously

We designed the interview protocol to focus on how instructors described their preparation for and transition to teaching hybrid writing
courses. It included questions specific to lessons learned, professional development, and feedback and student engagement practices. Using the interview protocol, we conducted semistructured interviews, recorded using
Zoom, lasting between 30 and 90 minutes. We conducted the interviews
shortly after the university moved fully online due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Because this pivot had only just happened, the participants primarily described how they engaged in feedback practices for the in-person
and online instructional modes of their hybrid courses. Our coding process
focused on these modes rather than changes brought about due to the pivot
necessitated by COVID-19.
Because of its utility in analyzing qualitative data (Lindlof & Taylor,
2017), we chose grounded theory as our coding approach. Therefore, all
interview transcripts were interrogated using no prescribed constraints
(i.e., open coded). Four members of the task force worked in pairs
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to normalize codes and sampling methods before meeting with the entire
team to discuss their key observations, emerging themes, and a final list of
codes. During our first whole-group meeting, we had more than 75 codes
and subcodes, many of which overlapped. For example, active learning and
flipped learning were both listed, so we combined them as one code. We
also noticed that course design and feedback were codes that could include
multiple subcodes. For example, feedback could capture accountability,
timely feedback, troubleshooting, virtual feedback, and written feedback,
so we included these themes as subcodes in the larger feedback category.
Once the set of codes was finalized, we used coding software (NVivo), along
with memoing, to analyze individual reference points and to make connections between and across interviews.
For this article, we looked at all references pertinent to feedback, problem-solving, and technology in the final set of codes. We focused on these
three codes because the feedback and technology codes show what decisions
instructors teaching hybrid courses make and the problem-solving code reveals how and why instructors make those decisions. Given the variety of feedback practices that can occur in hybrid courses, we use the term “feedback”
broadly throughout this article to include feedback provided to students
synchronously and asynchronously through LMS announcements, verbal
comments, written comments, and rubrics on any writing produced in a
course.
Findings
After coding the 14 interviews, we found three major themes that reveal clear distinctions instructors make when describing their feedback
practices in the asynchronous and synchronous instructional modes. We
observed how the divided nature of a hybrid course often encourages a
binary thought process, an “either/or” mentality, among instructors when
they think about feedback. That binary thinking emerges in the following themes: adaptations instructors make to their feedback according to the
instructional mode, the influence of labor conditions on how and when
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they provide feedback, and the impact of an LMS virtual environment on
how they use feedback for guidance and shaping student behavior in the
course.
Adaptations Instructors Make to Feedback for Asynchronous and Synchronous Modes
Both the asynchronous and synchronous instructional modes include
opportunities for feedback on process work. Instructors must decide what
type of feedback to give in each mode. In the asynchronous mode, many
instructors focused their written feedback, both global and individual, on
how students engaged with new course content. All composition courses
at our institution require students to do inquiry-based research that begins with a research question. Participant 7 detailed the kinds of feedback they give on students’ research questions: “I can say, ‘Turn in your
research questions, and I’ll give you feedback on them.’ And then they
can get kind of specific feedback on their writing in a more formal way
at multiple stages of the writing process.” Participant 7 focused on how
the asynchronous mode allows them to give formal, written feedback at
an important stage in the writing process. The nature of asynchronous
work creates opportunities for longer and more detailed feedback on
students’ individual writings. When describing feedback given in the
synchronous mode, however, participants prioritized opportunities for
real-time feedback because students could apply it during collaborative
and active-learning activities such as peer review and think-pair-share.
Participant 1 compared feedback practices for the two modes:
I’m more likely to give individualized feedback [asynchronously] on that [individual, written] work than if we were doing face-to-face classes, where I’d be more likely
to put them in groups or to do think-pair-share, sort of more like in the moment
and briefer, as individualized work.

Many participants, including Participant 1, discussed the benefits
of giving class-wide or group-based feedback in the synchronous mode,
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allowing students to learn not only from the instructor but also from their
peers and the feedback given to those peers.
Participant 11 revealed a binary thought process when noting the different benefits of giving feedback in synchronous and asynchronous modes:
I would say a big thing that my face-to-face students did that the online students
didn’t, in the same way anyway, was a lot more like check-ins on their drafts. So, like,
let’s say with their major project, they had, like, an elevator-pitch activity where they
had to sort of pitch their topic to a person and be able to articulate it and get feedback from their group about what they were doing.

As with Participant 1, Participant 11 explained that the synchronous
(in this instance, face-to-face) mode allows for briefer, oral feedback from
both the instructor and peers, something that is much more challenging to incorporate into the asynchronous mode. These findings show that
participants maximize the affordance of each instructional mode when
giving feedback on process work but stop short of thinking about how to
blend the two.
Although the synchronous component of a course offers opportunities for engagement, Paull and Snart (2016) described a potential cause
for instructor concern: “Many students initially believe that the [hybrid]
course meets only once a week for seventy-five minutes and that’s it, so they
are drawn to it” (p. 179). Many participants mentioned students who did
not grasp that hybrid courses use two instructional modes. Participant 1
explained why they give more feedback on work done in the asynchronous mode:
I tend to give more and more quickly, I mean timely, feedback on individual pieces
of writing, than I would in a fully face-to-face class. And that’s for mostly the small
stakes assignments. There’s just more of it, and that’s because I’m trying to make
sure that they’re taking the hybrid [asynchronous] component seriously and that they
can tell that I’m engaging with what they’re doing.
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This participant explained that they gave more feedback to help students see both the importance of the asynchronous mode and the fact
that their instructor was present in that mode as well. Students often remain confused about the hybrid course format (Paull & Snart, 2016),
and instructors may compensate by giving more individual feedback on
the work that students complete asynchronously in order to draw them
into that part of the course. After detailing why they gave so much written feedback, Participant 1 explained the scheduling constraints of that
feedback:
In a face-to-face class, I think you can catch them up real quick, it’s harder to do
that. So in a hybrid course, students do the activity on Thursday, and then Friday
morning I give them immediate, timely feedback. And so in that way, my prep’s
different as well.

When choosing which feedback modality to use, Participant 1 explained that while feedback can be given in real time in the synchronous
mode, they had to plan their weekly schedule around the feedback given
in the asynchronous mode to ensure that same timeliness.
Giving “immediate, timely feedback,” however, increases instructor workload. Synchronous feedback, as Participant 1 noted, can be immediate without preparation time, while written feedback on a full-length
assignment can take up to 40 minutes (Sommers, 1982). Although most research on feedback focuses on these full-length assignments, we can make
a similar calculation for the low-stakes work that forms the foundation of
hybrid writing courses. The simplest of low-stakes work may take only
5 minutes for instructors to respond to, but 5 minutes multiplied by 80
students (the number of students the participants in our study primarily teach each semester) amounts to 400 minutes just for one low-stakes
assignment. Although the use of an LMS can decrease this time further
by allowing the option to use the same saved comments on multiple assignments, the most time-consuming feedback mode is still individual,
written feedback.
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The Effect of Labor Conditions on Instructor Feedback Practices
The labor conditions of instructors teaching writing-intensive courses
are already challenging, as professional organizations, including the National
Council of Teachers of English (Conference on College Composition
and Communication Committee for Best Practices in Online Writing
Instruction, 2013), and notable scholars (e.g., Kahn et al., 2017; McClure
et al., 2017) have pointed out. With the dual instructional modes of hybrid courses, instructors must choose how to invest their time and how to
balance the distinct needs and requirements of each portion of the course.
Instructors’ decisions about how to prioritize their feedback and time reflect not only their teaching styles but also an understanding that, like many
contingent instructors, they are not able to do everything: They need to balance their time in order to survive.
Although participants felt the workload burden differently, many mentioned needing to make certain decisions with labor conditions in mind.
For example, Participants 1 and 5 detailed their reasoning for investing more
time in asynchronous feedback:
I can put my energy more into individualized feedback when I don’t have to have that
performative teaching component that you do in a fully face-to-face class. So I have
more time and more energy to give them individualized feedback. (Participant 1)
I decided to invest more in the online feedback because I wasn’t burdened with
doing it twice a week. I still had a face-to-face class, and it was still a participation
grade. And the online one, I might have felt like that’s where I was really going to
invest a lot of time in giving written feedback. (Participant 5)

Even though they each gave a slightly different reason for focusing time and energy on feedback given in the asynchronous mode, both
Participant 1 and Participant 5 found the synchronous mode more
tiring or challenging to schedule; teaching a hybrid course with less
synchronous class time allowed them to devote more time and energy to
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asynchronous feedback. The dual nature of hybrid courses requires that
instructors choose not only how to give feedback in each mode but also
how to balance that feedback within the scope of their overall labor conditions, which choices further reinforce the binary thinking about feedback
practices.
In talking about the dual nature of hybrid courses, participants often
mentioned repeating information multiple times to help students grasp material, keep track of due dates, or transfer knowledge across sessions and
weeks. Researchers have found that students do not often access written
feedback when they can see their grade separately (Laflen & Smith, 2017).
Because asynchronous written feedback is important for students’ success as writers, instructors are likely to have to repeat the same feedback
multiple times, which further increases their workload. Participant 13 described this reality in their interview:
I’d give them feedback like, “We need to narrow this research question, and here’s
some ideas . . .” And then they’d submit their next piece, and it was like they still
ha[d] the same research question. I’m like, “Did you read my feedback on the last
thing?” Even though I said in that weekly announcement like, “Hey, you all need
to read the feedback on these. Here’s the link.” Then it keeps following them, and
I’m going to get drafts now. [Comments to students] were like, “Well, your research
question is too big, which I’ve told you in five different assignments leading up to
this, but you’re not reading [the feedback].”

Participant 13 detailed two types of feedback: (a) individual, written feedback given during the writing process so that students could make adjustments based on that feedback and (b) class-wide reminders about
that feedback through the announcement feature on the LMS. All of the
correspondence that this participant described centered on the student’s
research question, but the repeating cycle of feedback happened at multiple points throughout the writing process, which further increased the
instructor’s workload.
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The need to repeat information in different formats increases the
workload of instructors already burdened with teaching more writing
students than is generally recommended: Full-time instructors in our program teach four courses of 19–22 students each semester, a total of 76–88.
Professional organizations’ recommendations limit instructors to no more
than 60 students per term (Association of Departments of English, 2020;
Conference on College Composition and Communication Committee for
Best Practices in Online Writing Instruction, 2013). Instructors on a teaching-only contract, as the participants in our study were, are additionally
required to devote a significant amount of time to interacting with students, even outside of office hours (Doe et al., 2011). For writing courses,
these interactions often include more individual feedback and repetition
not already included in the synchronous or asynchronous components of
the course.
The Influence of an LMS on Instructor Feedback Practices
All the participants in this study used the Blackboard LMS while teaching
their hybrid composition courses at our institution. Given the similarities
in the basic functions of most platforms (Black et al., 2007), participant
observations about how the LMS shaped their feedback choices generally
spoke to how these platforms present opportunities and challenges for the
types of feedback faculty provide and for the ways students and faculty interact with each other through the LMS.
Participants showed the same thoughtfulness in using the LMS for feedback as they did in choosing how and when to provide feedback, but their
choices consistently reflected binary thinking about the synchronous
and asynchronous portions of the course. While instructors used the LMS
to provide instructional content, access assignments and low-stakes activities, and archive student work, they rarely used the LMS to deliver feedback during the synchronous portion of the course. In other words,
feedback given via the LMS is not blended; most LMS feedback is provided via text asynchronously. Participant 9 clearly described this binary
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thinking when defining the elements of a hybrid course: “It feels like an
online course that has a face-to-face component as opposed to the opposite, for better or worse.”
Another pattern that emerged in these interviews reflects how instructors differentiated between the two instructional modes and treated
only one of them as “hybrid.” For example, one participant used the term
“hybrid” to refer to the asynchronous portion of the course:
So, other considerations that I make for the hybrid [asynchronous portion]. Well,
again, I feel like you lose a lot arguably of kairos in the hybrid part, so that dynamic
conversation that happens back and forth. And you can fix something quickly in the
face-to-face environment. (Participant 8)

Still others referred to the “hybrid” class as the synchronous one, such
as in the following excerpt from Participant 14: “Because when I’m with
them in the hybrid [synchronous portion], then I can show certain things .
. . So with the hybrid, the class time, we don’t have to work with as much
technology.” Referring to either the asynchronous or synchronous class sessions as “hybrid” shows a novice grasp of hybrid pedagogy that influences
how instructors prioritize and deliver feedback. When Participants 1 and 8
referred to the asynchronous portion of the class as “hybrid,” they created
a rhetorical barrier to thinking about a pedagogy consisting of two instructional modes. Instructors who identified “hybrid” as the synchronous portion of the course do the same. In each case, the participants prioritized or
dismissed the feedback affordances on one instructional mode rather than
considering the potential in both. A divided approach like this prompts some
instructors to place greater value on oral feedback delivered in the synchronous class, in other words, feedback that requires little to no use of the LMS.
This is not a surprise. Garrison and Vaughan (2008) found that the hybrid format’s inclusion of regular, real-time, synchronous interaction, which for our
participants occurred in face-to-face sessions, results in greater instructor and
learner satisfaction. Participants in our study echoed these findings in their
own preferences for face-to-face feedback, another indication of their binary
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thinking about their practices: “I feel like the feedback component of hybrid
is much more successful than the online because they can get feedback from
me in the face-to-face [class]” (Participant 14); “I don’t think I can emulate the
face-to-face feedback in the written feedback. I think they do have different
goals” (Participant 2); and “So some students really thrive with that face-toface feedback, and others need the written feedback. I have found in all the
courses that I teach that students need more oral feedback” (Participant
14). Embedded in these preferences, however, is the time saved by providing oral feedback to all students at once rather than writing it as global or
individual feedback with an LMS tool. Participants repeatedly alluded to
the affordance inherent in synchronous class sessions of providing immediate feedback without the use of the LMS:
And what can I do in class that would give them that kind of immediate feedback
and sometimes save me time, right, so that I could be strategic about—now this is
something I don’t have to respond in writing to everyone, too. I can give them my
feedback just in time, in the moment, in class. (Participant 10)
So [using synchronous class time for oral feedback] is one big thing. And then
just any sort of class work that you do, you can give feedback right in the moment.
You’re not then creating a discussion board. You’re just sort of giving the whole class
feedback. (Participant 11)

Both Participants 10 and 11 use the synchronous portion of the hybrid course for global feedback, especially when it becomes clear many students need the same guidance. This “one big thing,” as Participant 11
characterized it, helps save time by disseminating the feedback all at
once rather than creating a discussion board that would require more
customized individualized feedback. Yet these comments suggest the
instructors did not consider how global feedback provided through the
LMS can also be timely and effective, a practice others provide through
the LMS announcement tool.
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Most participants found synchronous class sessions made it much
easier to direct students to feedback located in the LMS, thus increasing
the likelihood that students would read it. As Winstone et al. (2020) explained, the LMS interface drives student behavior in finding, reading, and
applying feedback because of “push notifications” that a grade is available.
Feedback, such as comments and rubrics, requires students to take an additional action within the LMS to access and read. Though this is true
in all instructional modes using an LMS, this interface unwittingly shifts
feedback emphasis to the synchronous class session in a hybrid course, in
which a “conversation” about grades and response to the writing can take
place. Participant 14 described the LMS as something that conditions, or
“trains,” students to prioritize grades over the feedback, a problem remedied in the synchronous class meeting:
They have been trained not to really read the end of rubrics and things like that, the
long comment. They’re really looking for the grade more than anything else. And
with the hybrid, I feel like I can guide them more to “this feedback is important”
because I’m not just telling them a number or a grade. Rather, we are having a conversation about how their work is progressing.

Participant 14 echoed what Stine (2004) saw as a key benefit of hybrid courses: “The benefit that comes from having my online students in
my physical classroom as well . . . is that I can . . . deal with new or remaining problems and give the students a chance to explore their issues
in more depth” (p. 61). The implication here, as with Participant 14, is
that this feedback does not occur, or does not occur as effectively, in the
asynchronous portion of the course. This type of binary thinking about
feedback inhibits blending and emphasizes division.
Binary thinking about feedback through the instructional mode lens
also showed up in how instructors viewed synchronous class meetings
as a way to “fix” a problem that arose from LMS use in the asynchronous portion of the course. In this case, oral feedback becomes a remedy
for any shortfall in students’ LMS use in the asynchronous portion of the
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course. Participant 8, an instructor who was relatively new to the LMS and
to hybrid teaching, explained why feedback as correction occurred more
frequently in the synchronous portion of his hybrid course:
In the face-to-face environment, you just have so much more, for whatever reason,
power in terms of fixing things immediately and quickly and I guess trying to halt
bad behaviors, whether it be actual bad behaviors or just bad sort of habits in writing and those kinds of things. So I would say [in] the face-to-face portion of a lot
of my hybrid courses, [the feedback is] almost double what it would be in a regular
face-to-face course because you’re trying to fix what was maybe not necessarily kosher in the online part but also in the face-to-face part. And it’s all taking place in
the face-to-face part.

In this example, Participant 8 used the two instructional modes as
a means to address errors in the course, or instructions that lacked clarity,
by leveraging the affordances of synchronous and asynchronous modes.
Oral feedback in the synchronous portion of the course takes on greater
utility for instructors because it is immediate, saves time, and provides a
safety net for any glitches that might arise from using the LMS tools.
When choosing LMS tools for feedback, instructors relied mostly
on the platform’s basic features. For example, many instructors use the
LMS discussion forum to facilitate collaborative asynchronous learning
by mimicking synchronous class discussion, and other instructors use the
forum to facilitate peer feedback on steps of the writing process in either
synchronous or asynchronous class sessions. Important here is that instructors have a choice in how to utilize the discussion forum because
they teach in two instructional modes. Participant 1 stated:
So the number one way in which I have them engage with each other in the hybrid
[asynchronous] part of the course is with using discussion boards . . . For the 101
[FYC] students, I do praise one thing they did, suggest one thing for improvement,
yeah, “Start, Stop, Continue.”

Goldenthal, A. M., Matthews, J., Adams Wooten, C., Fitzpatrick, B., Fernandez, L. (2022).
Feedback Practices in Hybrid Writing Courses: Instructor Choices About Modality and Timing.
Journal of Response to Writing, 8(2), 40–72.

Feedback Practices in Hybrid Writing Courses: Instructor Choices About Modality and Timing • 59

Others use discussion board rubrics, in which feedback merges
with grading and accountability. In teaching a hybrid editing course,
Participant 2 used discussion boards for both collaborative work and attendance in the asynchronous portion of the class:
I took attendance for every online class . . . what I would do is I required that when
they are assigned to participate in a discussion board post, they had to participate,
and there was a certain requirement on how they participate . . . You can’t just say,
“This is what I think.” And the second week of class, half of the students didn’t get
points for that because they didn’t follow the instruction. But fortunately, all but one
of them learned that lesson and then they started doing what they were supposed
to be doing in the—sorry, not the second time. I was lenient the second time in our
second week of class, and I warned them not to do it again. The fourth week of class,
half of them did it again and so they failed for that class and then all but one of them
learned the lesson moving forward [and] did really spectacularly, and that one time
that they all failed did not have an impact on their grade by the end. But that’s a
much [tougher] approach to grading than I ever take with anything, but again, it
was really important to me.

This feedback approach focuses not just on the content of the discussion board posts but also on how and when students post to reinforce why
particular types of participation matter. Participant 2’s observation that
his approach to grading discussion board posts is somewhat harsher
than in other aspects of the course signals an approach that is something
more than providing feedback to guide and instruct; the instructor is also
shaping student behavior so that discussions are effective. As Baglione
and Nastanski (2007) concluded from their study, “Faculty participation,
setting standards, and using the technologically inherent advantages of
the asynchronous environment are crucial to the success of online discussions” (p. 141). Grading discussion board posts serves as a class management tool as well as a vehicle for providing feedback on student work.
Some instructors either grade or comment on discussions through
individual and global feedback provided through LMS tools. Participant
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12 remarked, “I didn’t use to grade discussion boards because there were
so few in face-to-face [classes]. Now they’re all, obviously, graded, and
points are assigned. That’s one change I had to make with a change in
technology.” Instructors sometimes supplement individually delivered
student feedback with global feedback that is often shared with students
via an announcement tool. Not only does this tool help maintain a steady
tempo of communication with students, it also provides opportunities for
instructors to share a summary of their feedback at one time in an announcement that is visible on the LMS and sent to students via email.
Instructor use of announcements reflects an adaptation of classroom pedagogy that “migrates” to the digital platform of an LMS:
The other way in which I give feedback is, as I told you, in announcements . . . announcements is probably the number one way in which I adapt the existing course
to meet student needs and to address [them]. And it’s where a lot of my in-the-moment teaching happens in an all-online class and definitely in the hybrid component
of a hybrid class. (Participant 1)

Threaded throughout the participants’ comments in this study, however, is how few of them viewed feedback as an integrated practice in a
hybrid course rather than one determined by the instructional mode.
Participant 7 echoed the binary thinking others implied through their
description of their feedback practices: “The other thing that changes is
the Blackboard tools that I use. I use different Blackboard tools for the online portion and for the face-to-face portion.” This binary thinking about
using LMS tools often derives from seeing the hybrid course as alternating between synchronous and asynchronous modes rather than an actual
blend of the two.
Discussion
This selective study, created to investigate instructors’ experiences designing and implementing hybrid courses, revealed multiple patterns in
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how these instructors conceived of and gave feedback to their students.
The findings illuminate the roles of the instructional mode and the LMS
in determining the difference between feedback given asynchronously
and feedback given synchronously or in person. These findings align with
research into feedback practices of both asynchronous and synchronous
courses and also illuminate what unique choices instructors teaching
hybrid courses face and what they must consider when making those
choices.
When considering feedback practices, participants perceive and use
time differently between the asynchronous and synchronous instructional modes. In the asynchronous mode, instructors talk about giving
timely feedback on students’ writing-process work and being aware of
the time it takes them to give that feedback: Speed and workload are
their main concerns. While instructors give less individual feedback
in the synchronous mode, their responses reveal a higher valuation on
the time spent meeting synchronously. Instructors discussed relying
on the 75 minutes of synchronous class time for whole-class feedback,
including “preparation for the assignment” and “answering questions”
(Participant 6). Participants also mentioned using synchronous time
for check-ins and being able to see students’ faces to get to know them
better. Having a closer relationship with students allows instructors to
give the more personalized feedback that students prefer and to turn
feedback into a dialogue (Plana-Erta et al., 2016). Of course, spending
time to build this rapport also means spending energy.
Instructors seem to have a disparity in energy levels between instructional modes. Some participants, including those whose previous
experience included designing and/or teaching asynchronous courses,
discussed the energy drain of “the performative teaching component”
in hybrid courses (Participant 1). Others who had previously taught primarily synchronous courses complained about the heavy amount of time
they devoted to individual, written feedback in hybrid courses. There is
more to unpack in the terminology differences (“energy” when discussing
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synchronous and “time” when discussing asynchronous modes) that instructors use when talking about the two instructional modes of the hybrid
course, but these preliminary findings start to draw a clear boundary between the decisions that instructors make in giving feedback in the synchronous and asynchronous portions of a hybrid course.
When discussing the written, asynchronous feedback that they give
students, all participants focused on low-stakes assignments rather than
full rough drafts and final drafts of major writing assignments. In our
composition program, these low-stakes assignments can include reading
journals, writing-process work, discussion boards, outlines, quizzes, and
more. There are many ways to interpret this unilateral choice. The first interpretation is that instructors put more time and energy into feedback on
low-stakes student work in hybrid classes, which aligns with Laflen and
Smith’s (2017) recommendation: “Instructors might devote more of their
feedback to earlier, nongraded or pass-fail steps in the writing process, as
students may be more likely to heed feedback that still has the chance to
impact their grade on that assignment” (p. 50).
Instructors may also choose to prioritize feedback on students’
low-stakes writing because it gives them an opportunity to show their engagement and presence in the course. On the one hand, having the synchronous portion of a hybrid course to engage live with the students gives
instructors teaching these courses an automatic presence. On the other
hand, instructor presence in a fully asynchronous course relies, at least
in part, on the students’ engagement with written feedback or discussion
facilitation (see Gedik et al., 2013; Gerbic, 2011; Martin et al., 2018; Rasheed
et al., 2020). Many instructors have expressed concern about the difficulty
of getting students to take the asynchronous component of hybrid courses
seriously. As Participant 1 said, “I do it [giving individualized feedback]
right after they post it, because I want, again, them to feel like I’m paying
attention.” Immediate written feedback allows instructors to show their
presence and to help students understand the purpose and importance of
work done in a specific instructional mode.
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One benefit of the emphasis that instructors place on low-stakes written
work is that its frequency can help students adjust to their instructor’s feedback and fully comprehend it. Rockey and Saichaie (2020) conducted one
of the few studies focused on smaller writing assignments. They reviewed
weekly writing assignments in a general education content course (not
composition or writing focused) and found that over the course of the semester, the amount of feedback from the instructor decreased, but students still perceived they were receiving a lot of feedback at the end of the
semester and were more certain about the meaning of the feedback they
received. As students become accustomed to instructor feedback in a hybrid
course, the feedback can also serve as a bridge between the synchronous and asynchronous portions, as Participant 4 explained:
Doing smaller assignments to kind of bridge between face-to-face and the online
portions. Those kinds of things are less focused on evaluation, more on guidance.
Like, “Hey, here’s what I see happening in your writing or with this project or how
your topic’s narrowing. Here’s how we can move forward with that.”

Frequent commenting on low-stakes work bridges the gap between
the synchronous and asynchronous portions and also works to establish a dialogue between instructor and student. Plana-Erta et al. (2016)
posited, “Feedback needs to constitute a dialogue between the person
who facilitates it and the one who receives it. It must explicitly promote self-regulation and a proactive attitude on the part of the student
towards it” (p. 198). The ways in which instructors situate and scaffold
feedback across the synchronous and asynchronous components of the
course create this dialogue, which is a key difference between a hybrid course
and either a fully asynchronous or fully synchronous one.
Instructor Choice of LMS Tools for Giving Feedback
This study shows that the choice of feedback modality is often influenced by how instructors prioritize the utility of oral feedback and use
LMS tools to provide feedback on low-stakes work. Participants focused
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primarily on LMS tools that enabled them to provide feedback on writing-process work rather than the tools that facilitate grading major assignments, such as the in-line grading feature of Blackboard and the
gradebook itself. Participants explained that choosing the appropriate
LMS tool for feedback, and structuring the tempo for delivering it, played
a greater role when commenting on weekly low-stakes writing tasks.
In terms of how an LMS influences feedback practices, our findings
show that instructors depend heavily on commonly used LMS tools to
provide feedback on student work, but they use the synchronous class
meetings to deliver what they view as the most timely and effective feedback, feedback that requires little LMS intervention at all. Unsurprisingly,
instructors did not use more advanced features of the LMS to create
asynchronous learning environments and provide feedback (Dahlstrom
et al., 2014). Lacking in participant comments is an awareness that they
“stepped into a new role of [the] designer” of an online learning environment (Salisbury, 2018, p. 5), an awareness that would directly shape feedback practices in the asynchronous portion of the hybrid course.
Instructors saw the LMS itself as a barrier to making feedback to students easily accessible, yet they also saw it as the most effective way to
respond to students individually. Thus, even when it comes to the use of
technology, the hybrid format still divides instructor perceptions of when
and how to provide feedback in ways that fully asynchronous modes do
not.
A cascade of decisions faces instructors as they determine how they
will use LMS tools: For example, they need to decide which tool they
should use for each instructional mode and how they can ensure students
engage with LMS-mediated feedback. Using an LMS as a repository for
student work, especially small-stakes process work, means that student
engagement with the LMS must be required and guided (Laflen & Smith,
2017).
The LMS interface makes feedback available to students at any time
once it is posted, making it more efficient for instructors to provide
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feedback through in-line grading, rubrics, and gradebooks. Yet that same
interface can shape how students access feedback. As Winstone et al.
(2020) explained in their study of how undergraduates access and use
feedback in an LMS, the emphasis is on the grade: “Many researchers
have written about students’ grade focus, but this issue may be more pronounced within a LMS where the grade can be seen without even opening
the feedback file” (p. 7). The affordance of the hybrid course, however, is
that instructors can direct students to this feedback and even ask them to
engage with it in one of the synchronous class sessions. Many of the participants in this study used this approach.
A key pattern that emerges from this study is instructors’ use of LMS
tools to enhance synchronous class feedback. Instructors repeatedly expressed the value of having a synchronous class with its affordance for oral
feedback to address any shortcomings in the LMS, despite its effectiveness
at providing individualized feedback. A persistent binary thinking about
feedback practices in the two instructional modes frequently results in
prioritizing one (synchronous) over the other (asynchronous). In other
words, the pedagogical strategy is always divided by instructional mode
rather than a blending of the two.
Conclusion
Most participants in this study taught courses in which the weekly
hours were evenly split between synchronous and asynchronous teaching, but that model has become far more flexible at our institution with
the rise of synchronous online classes and hybrid pedagogy resulting
from the sudden shift to virtual teaching because of the COVID-19 pandemic. The divisions that emerged so clearly in this study may be due to the
strict schedule required of these participants by the program(s) in which
they teach, programs that often vary in the types of hybrid courses they
offer. Future research about feedback practices, especially feedback for
low-stakes writing activities, in hybrid instructional modes is needed.
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This study, with only 14 participants, was limited by its scope and
design. For example, due to the small sample size localized to our institution, the study was not designed to capture demographic data (e.g., highest degree earned, gender, age) or descriptions of specific courses taught.
Several participants discussed many years of prior hybrid teaching experience, but others had almost no previous experience at all. Only a few
participants had any professional development to prepare them to design
and teach hybrid composition courses. The heterogeneous nature of the
participants provided a breadth of insights but not as much depth from
experienced practitioners. All the participants, however, were instructors
dealing with contingent labor conditions as graduate students, adjuncts,
or full-time nontenure-track faculty. Their high teaching loads and lack
of professional development opportunities likely influence how they conceive of feedback and the time they have to deliver it.
The instructors interviewed in this study described feedback processes that emphasize reciprocation: They were constantly moving back
and forth between oral and digital feedback depending upon what they
felt the instructional mode best afforded and the time they had to respond
to students both globally and individually. Based on the interviews,
we found that labor conditions, student dynamics, and comfort with
technology lead instructors to make feedback decisions, but that they
are not considering the divided nature of the hybrid instructional mode.
Instructors seem to cobble together their synchronous class practices
with their asynchronous ones, emphasizing their binary thinking.
Further research is needed on the integration of not only instructional
material but also feedback in the asynchronous and synchronous portions
of hybrid writing courses. In tandem with that needed research should be
more studies about how students view the feedback they receive in hybrid
writing courses. Understanding how students receive and apply feedback
in divided instructional modes can better inform instructor decisions
about when and how to provide it. To facilitate applications of these findings, future studies could focus on the level of the composition course
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(first-year writing, upper-level writing, etc.), the level of writing experience students are expected to have (courses covering writing across the
curriculum or writing in the disciplines, etc.) and the ways instructors
and students view feedback in those specific courses.
The participants in this study repeatedly showed how deeply entrenched binary thinking about feedback practices is and how driven it
is by whether to use LMS tools or verbal feedback. Lacking is a synthesis
of how these instructional modes could yield a new approach that is
truly blended by content, time, and place. In the past, research about
hybrid courses usually appeared in studies about specific instructional
modes. Though hybrid pedagogy has gained more attention from scholars, there is still no theoretical framework for it that synthesizes the two
modes rather than treating them separately. The same is true for feedback practices in writing courses.
A next step toward resolving this binary thinking may be to envision
hybrid “spaces” less as synchronous and asynchronous modes and more
as “environments” (Justice, 2018) that influence the writing that takes
place in them for both students and instructors. In this sense, place matters as much as content and time, which may help instructors think more
synthetically about feedback as a network of practices that are threaded
throughout a course.
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Abstract: While a great deal is known about instructor response to student writing—from commenting practices to student perceptions—less is known about how
feedback impacts students’ writing and writerly development. While we set out to
study students’ explicit engagement with written instructor feedback, our initial experimental design was disrupted by the COVID-19 pandemic. Accordingly,
we describe the dialogic collaborative process that emerged as we considered anew
both the data we were able to collect and, in turn, feedback. This article proposes
that feedback on student writing is a boundary object that affords those interacting
with it the opportunity for collaboration despite the different languages, meanings,
and priorities they bring to it. The results present an initial framework for theorizing
feedback as boundary object, which includes (a) a linguistic comparison of the words
used by instructors and students to talk about writing and (b) structural trends that
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instructor feedback and corresponding student responses. We also share implications of this nascent theory for future feedback research and writing-classroom
practices.

Keywords: boundary object, student engagement, feedback, collaborative processes, dialogic infrastructures

Author Note
We have no conflict of interest to disclose. Correspondence concerning this
article should be addressed to Lindsey Harding, Dept. of English, 254 Park
Hall, Athens, GA, 30622. Email: lharding@uga.edu

W

riting studies have explored feedback on student writing
for at least four decades, covering feedback types, instructor goals and priorities when providing feedback, students’ feelings about feedback, and the role feedback plays in the writing
process, the classroom, and students’ development as writers (i.e., Ferris, 2014; Nicol, 2010; Pitt & Norton, 2017; Sommers, 1982). Initially, the
research team envisioned contributing to this literature by studying the
following research question: Does prompting students to explicitly engage
with the feedback they receive on their drafts enhance student learning
and writing? We wanted to know if nudging students to do more than
simply read feedback would help that feedback shape students’ development as writers. We hoped to see evidence of these changes in students’
final drafts and end-of-term reflections. To this end, we developed a
mixed-methods approach to investigate student engagement with feedback.
Unfortunately, our study’s experimental design was compromised by
the COVID-19 pandemic. Participating classes pulled out of the study,
and the classes that remained only completed one of three planned cycles
of student writing, instructor response, and feedback engagement. In addition, while some student participants completed a presurvey, only one
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student completed the end-of-term survey. When we returned to the data
we were able to gather, we realized that our original analysis plan could
no longer be completed. Rather than scrap our limited dataset and run
the study again, the research team began to meet regularly to discuss what
we could learn from our data and how we might revise our experimental
design so that a future study might address our original research question
more successfully.
What emerged from these conversations, however, was not a new and
improved study design; rather, the team began to see feedback differently.
We no longer considered feedback as comments with which students
needed to more meaningfully interact. Instead, we realized that our original hypothesis—that if students are asked to engage with feedback on
their writing, the feedback they receive will help them revise their drafts
and grow as writers—did not provide a full enough picture of feedback
and interactions involving feedback. For even when asked to engage
with feedback through a series of reflection questions, some students, we
found, maintained a certain way of talking about writing and a certain
set of strategies for engaging feedback. That is, they seemed to filter feedback through an established vocabulary and action framework—their
“terministic screens” (Burke, 1966). Feedback, in turn, did not motivate
learning; it acted more as input to be processed through students’ existing schemas. So we approached feedback as a dialogic process involving
the teacher and student in the margins of a project, and we found ourselves asking a number of questions: What forms does this dialogue take?
Between the teacher and the student, whose priorities drive the dialogue?
Who sets the terms? From whom does the exigency arise—or who is responding to whom?
These questions and our changed perspective led us away from an
approach to feedback that focused on students, teachers, or the comments themselves—or even feedback as a simple back-and-forth exchange. Instead, feedback emerged for the research team as a “boundary
object” (Star & Griesemer, 1989), an interactive space in which words
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and actions—and deeper still, meaning and motivation—are explored and
negotiated to facilitate collaboration (or not). In this paper, we will consider
feedback as a set of responses (e.g., an instructor responding to a student’s
draft, a student responding to an instructor’s comments, an instructor responding to a student’s revisions, etc.) that function as a boundary object: a
distinct object that takes on slightly different and malleable meanings depending on the stakeholder group interacting with it—while also allowing
for shared use. We deploy this concept to describe how feedback is used
by students and teachers. What began as an experimental study on feedback engagement ultimately became a meditation on feedback, emerging
through a rich, ongoing dialogue among research team members.
Introducing Dialogic Infrastructures
Once we began to see feedback as a boundary object, we wanted to understand how students and teachers interacted with it and with each other.
In turn, this curiosity led us to conceive the term “dialogic infrastructures”
to refer to patterns involving feedback, characterized by what was driving
the interplay: the student, the teacher, or the interaction between them.
While these patterns emerged during our analysis, we noticed similar drivers in the existing literature on feedback and thus identified four main research streams, characterized by what aspect of feedback was driving
the research: the comments themselves, the teacher, the student, or interactions between them. Throughout our paper, then, we rely on a similar
set of labels to show the relationship between the literature and the current study and to ultimately characterize interactions with feedback both in
prior research and in the classroom. Developing a theory of feedback as
boundary object at once aligns the feedback literature with feedback engagement and suggests that instructors should make explicit for students
the boundary that runs alongside student writing. In turn, feedback can
become a space in which instructors and students can collaborate despite
their linguistic and semantic differences, despite their different motivations
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regarding the text, and despite the different discourse communities and social worlds they occupy.
Literature Review
Feedback on Student Writing
In reviewing the literature on feedback as response to student writing,
we identified four main research streams, as noted previously.
Comment-Driven Feedback
The first stream focuses on feedback itself: the types and characteristics
of comments instructors compose (e.g., Connors & Lunsford, 1993; Hyland
& Hyland, 2001; Sommers, 1982), the aspects of student writing that commentary focuses on (e.g., Brannon & Knoblauch, 1982; Williams, 1981;
Wall & Hull, 1989), and the parameters around written feedback, such as
when it is provided (Kulik & Kulik, 1988), the form it takes (Batt, 2005;
Calhoon-Dillahunt & Forrest, 2013), and its delivery method (Rawle et
al., 2018; Sopina & McNeill, 2015). At the heart of this stream, we located
the foundational work of scholars who identify and describe response
procedures and strategies (e.g., Brannon & Knoblauch, 1982; Daiker, 1999;
Elbow & Belanoff, 1989; Sommers, 1982; Straub, 1996). Ultimately, this
body of work seeks to identify best practices for responding to student
writing and to understand how feedback contributes to students’ writing
processes, writing performances, and development as writers.
Teacher-Driven Feedback
The second research stream centers on the teacher. The lens shifts to
consider the following array of topics: instructors’ motivations when
responding to student writing (I. Lee, 2008); their roles—from reader
and coach to copy editor and evaluator (Reid, 1994); the goals, philosophies, and training that guide their feedback practices (Ferris, 2014); their
commenting styles (Straub, 1996); their execution of response strategies
(Ferris, 2014); their workload (Baker, 2014); and their evaluations of their
own feedback (Montgomery & Baker, 2007). A key theme in this research
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stream is the disconnect between what instructors say or think they are
doing when responding to student writing and the feedback practices they
utilize. For instance, Ferris (2014) reported a lack of consistency between
how instructors talk about feedback and the practices they employ in their
classrooms, calling for more training and reflection on response strategies. For Montgomery and Baker (2007), this disconnect emerged in the
context of instructors’ attention to local, sentence-level issues in written
feedback: While teachers thought they were focusing more on higher-order concerns in their commentary, they tended to focus instead on local
feedback.
Student-Driven Feedback
Meanwhile, the third research stream directs attention to students and
their experience with feedback on their writing. This stream covers what
types and characteristics of feedback they want (Blair et al., 2013),
whether they are reading comments (Cunningham, 2019), how feedback
influences their views of writing (Ferris, 1995), what they think and feel
about the comments they receive (Ferris, 1995; Pitt & Norton, 2017), and
how they actively construct and respond to the feedback they receive
(Nicol & Macfarlane, 2006). While instructors may wonder if their students are reading their comments, the literature suggests that they are,
especially top-grade earners (Cunningham, 2019). In addition, students
often perceive feedback as helpful (Ferris, 1995) and even essential to their
learning and skill development (Winstone et al., 2016). While this research
offers a robust portrait of how students perceive feedback, its reliance on
students’ self-reported perceptions and assessment of the impact of feedback limits investigations into addressing the role feedback plays in students’ writing processes and writerly development.
Interaction-Driven Feedback
When researchers shift their focus to feedback as an activity, they identify feedback as a complex back-and-forth process. For instance, Kang
and Dykema (2017) found that “creating a dialogue between students and
instructors through responses to teacher feedback will enable students’
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engagement in the writing process” (p. 29). For Perpignan (2003), this process defied attempts to locate trends in types of feedback or student experience; rather, “teacher-written feedback was perceived by and acted upon
by the language learners, as individuals and as a group, in such diverse
ways, and with such complex dynamics, that no understanding of the
feedback dialogue presented here could be brought to serve any useful
purpose” (p. 271). Indeed, Sommers (2006) reported a similarly complex
conclusion from her longitudinal study of undergraduate student writers
at Harvard: “Feedback shapes the way students learn to write, but feedback
alone, even the best feedback, doesn’t move students forward as writers
if they are not open to its instruction and critique, or if they don’t understand how to use their instructors’ comments as bridges to future writing
assignments” (p. 255). These findings point to feedback as a nexus between student and teacher; its impact is reliant upon both. Nicol (2010),
too, explored this dynamic further, outlining a holistic framework in
which feedback is recast “as a dialogical and contingent two‐way process
that involves co‐ordinated teacher–student and peer‐to‐peer interaction
as well as active learner engagement” (p. 503). An interactive approach
to feedback can be seen as well in studies that consider the relationship
between feedback and instruction (e.g., Rutz, 2006).
The current paper builds on these research streams and considers feedback as a rich and complex boundary object that can facilitate or inhibit dialogic
interactions on the boundary of student writing. Next, we consider the concept of boundary objects, a term coined by Star and Griesemer (1989) to
describe certain objects (whether material or symbolic) that become keystones around which actors relate and work toward shared goals. We focus particularly on the educational applications of boundary objects and then explore
how people can view feedback through the lens of boundary objects.
Boundary Objects
Sociologists Star and Griesemer (1989) observed that scientific workspaces, such as the museum analyzed in their case study, are composed of
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diverse actors, each with their own knowledge and interests. Scientific
progress, they argued, requires cooperation across these differences. These
observations hold true for writing classrooms and the development of
student writing. Yet how does cooperation occur without consensus?
Star and Griesemer found that actors continually negotiate meanings between their social worlds and those of their collaborators and that these interactions are often structured around certain unifying keystones, which
they term “boundary objects.” Boundary objects “both inhabit several intersecting social worlds . . . and satisfy the informational requirements
of each of them” (p. 393, emphasis in original). Boundary objects thus
are recognizable across social worlds but may take on various meanings as
actors engage them according to their own experiences, knowledge, and interests (Star & Griesemer, 1989). This dynamic is consistent with the second
and third feedback research streams described previously, focusing respectively on how teachers and students approach and interpret feedback
consonant with their own interests and experiences. In addition to interpretive flexibility, a boundary object has a structure that enables interaction with the object. It “[transports] a set of conventions, standards and
norms indexed to a community of practices” (Trompette & Vinck, 2009,
p. b). Thus, feedback is something instructors and students use within the
structured space of the classroom, with all its conventions and norms.
In our case, we saw students and instructors negotiating the meaning
of students’ writing and the process by which it would develop within the
boundary object of written feedback. Rather than a smooth flow of communication between interlocutors, we observed information forming
pools, eddies, and backflows as students attempted to interpret and incorporate instructor feedback. In other words, we discovered that feedback
was occupying a space intersecting two profoundly different social/professional discourses; thus, we found that feedback was a boundary object.
In educational contexts, boundary objects are crucial for understanding student learning, including attempts to understand how learning happens across social differences (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011; Chang & Kuo,
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2021). Several research contributions have suggested that when boundaries remain implicit in education, they act as barriers to learning and cooperation in diverse spaces, blunting their productive and transformative
potential (Akkerman, 2011; Buxton et al., 2005). This resonates with
broader research about boundary objects that critiques their presumed
productive function and suggests instead that boundary objects embody
a dual potential to either facilitate or inhibit progress depending on context-specific meaning and social dynamics (Carlile, 2002; Fox, 2011). In
educational contexts, researchers argue that tapping into the potential to
learn through boundaries requires explicit dialectical engagement (e.g.,
discussing differing cultural models of what it means to be a “good student” or to do “good work”; Akkerman, 2011; Buxton et al., 2005; Jahreie
& Ludvigsen, 2007). Such engagement can enhance learner success by
maintaining, overcoming, or constructing boundaries (Akkerman, 2011).
Our findings align with these studies and suggest that boundary objects
can facilitate or inhibit students’ writerly development.
While the writing studies literature does not identify feedback as a
boundary object, some descriptions of feedback gesture toward this perspective. For instance, Sommers (2006) emphasized that collaboration is
the heart of feedback. This “partnership between student and teacher” in
turn leads to the creation of a separate “language and meaning” for feedback, distinct from individual teacher and student vocabularies (p. 255).
In this quote, Sommers points to the linguistic and semantic negotiation
that feedback necessitates to maintain collaboration. Nicol (2010) argued
that feedback should be viewed not as a unidirectional flow of information from teacher to student but “as a dialogical and contingent two-way
process” (p. 503). Interaction is at the core of this approach to feedback
and, as such, provided the occasion for Nichol to contend with the power
dynamics and productivity of feedback, two central issues for boundary
objects.
While these scholars mentioned ideas characteristic of boundary objects, fully investigating feedback as a boundary object offers a
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productive shift in how we think about and attend to feedback in writing
classrooms and in feedback research. This shift acknowledges the collaborative enterprise of learning about writing and considers anew how students
and teachers engage with feedback in light of the social contexts, experiences,
knowledge, and interests that inform that engagement. At the same time,
viewing feedback as a boundary object offers a framework for exploring feedback holistically—the framework accounts for the student, the
teacher, the normative and institutional context, the feedback itself, and
related interactions and processes to consider how feedback works. This
perspective also helps us first recognize how our feedback efforts can
run aground and, more importantly, identify ways we might shift feedback
boundary objects to their productive potential as interactive spaces that
facilitate writerly development.
As the literature demonstrates, the boundary between instructors and
students becomes visible in the distinct and myriad ways feedback is engaged, and, what is more, learning at this boundary does not require
a uniform standard operating procedure. Indeed, the current project acknowledges the multiple, flexible deployment of feedback as a boundary
object and traces it according to its language and infrastructure.
The methodology section presents the analytical approach we adopted
that eventually led to theorizing feedback as a boundary object. We explain how we pivoted our investigation in light of pandemic disruptions
and what organic, dialogic strategies we adopted in response to our data
and our research team’s discussions. We ultimately created two datasets:
a set of corpora to investigate the language used by participating students
and instructors and a set of assemblages of corresponding student and instructor texts we termed “feedback dialogues.” Together, these datasets enabled our multidisciplinary research team to explore feedback from both
horizontal and vertical perspectives, respectively.
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Methodology
We designed our study in fall 2019 for delivery in spring 2020, and our
experimental design was straightforward. To study the effects of student engagement with instructor feedback, we planned to study pairs of writing-intensive class sections. We recruited three instructors of record, two of
whom had teaching assistants, from different departments. Each instructor of record was teaching at least two sections of the same writing-intensive course. Altogether, our initial instructor participants included three
faculty and two of their respective teaching assistants in a combined total
of six sections across three departments. We included one of each instructor’s sections in the control group and the other in the experimental group,
though the instructors remained blind to this designation.
Following recruitment and IRB approval, we led a workshop on instructor feedback processes that encouraged participating instructors to
reflect on their experiences with receiving and giving feedback, offered
some scholarly sources on feedback practices, and suggested some practical approaches to giving students feedback on writing (e.g., limiting and
focusing comments). Our goal with this workshop was not to standardize commentary or feedback-giving practices but to establish a common
vocabulary and help participants critically reflect on their own practices.
At the beginning of the semester, all students involved in the research
completed extensive surveys about their experiences with and attitudes toward writing, revision, and reflection. These surveys were identical across
control and experimental groups, and our initial plan was to compare students’ responses on the presurvey with their responses on the nearly identical
end-of-term survey. Then, as students received feedback on their writing,
students in control-group sections would complete “feedback-receipt
surveys” that asked only whether they had received instructor feedback.
Students in experimental-group sections would receive a more substantial “feedback-engagement survey” involving five writing prompts. These
prompts asked them to (a) “identify and paraphrase the most helpful
pieces of feedback [they] received,” (b) use instructor feedback to reflect
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on what they did well, (c) use instructor feedback to reflect on what they
could improve on, (d) share what they learned through the feedback, and
(e) summarize “what [they] think [they] need to work on as a writer at this
point.”
After COVID-19 interrupted our data gathering and left us with substantially fewer surveys, commented drafts, and grades than expected, we
changed our approach. We decided to focus solely on the twelve students
and their instructors (i.e., the professor and the teaching assistant) in
the experimental group for whom we had the largest pool of data. After a
failed yet productive attempt to code and quantify themes related to our
research question in the available data, we decided to study respondents’
work as dialogues. To do this, we first organized student data (i.e., survey
responses, drafts, instructor comments, and grades) into individual files.
In this way, we were able to see the “vertical” interactions among what
individual students reported about writing, what they wrote in response
to the assignment prompt, what instructors said about their writing, and
what students said about the feedback they received. We then began a dialogic collaborative process through a series of four meetings, exploring each dialogue individually before coming together to analyze them in
discussion (Paulus et al., 2008). Prior to the first meeting, each researcher
analyzed three student data files, labeling student responses through a qualitative coding scheme (micro vs. macro, action vs. attitude, self vs. others,
process vs. convention). During the first meeting, each researcher selected
one student to showcase to the research team for group analysis. Through
this collaborative discussion, we enhanced our individual analysis strategy to focus on the themes and heuristics we uncovered in the first set of
student cases. The next three meeting cycles featured an iterative process of individual analysis and group discussion, each time further refining
our themes and heuristics to match the student cases we observed (e.g.,
students remixing their instructor’s wording). We tried many different
characterizations in an effort to capture patterns in the dialogues. This
process resembles the dialogic collaborative process detailed by Paulus et
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al. (2008). In toggling between individual analyses and collaborative discussions of the feedback dialogues, we similarly found that “[a]lthough
each of us contributed our individual ideas to the inquiries we conducted,
we could not have predicted at the outset of each meeting where a spoken
word would go, or how a written sentence would be interpreted, shaped,
and woven into the collaborative meaning” (Paulus et al., 2008, p. 240).
The emergent, iterative nature of our inquiry and meaning-making process ultimately led us to think about feedback—how we engage it and
how we study it—anew.
During our analysis of the feedback dialogues, we noticed that students and instructors tended to use very different language to talk about
writing. To analyze this emergent finding more systematically across interlocutor groups, we created separate corpora for student data (i.e., responses to presurveys and feedback-engagement surveys), instructor data
(i.e., feedback comments), and our research instruments (i.e., presurvey
and feedback-engagement survey). We also created subset corpora to
capture more specifically how our feedback-engagement survey might
influence students’ feedback engagement. Using Voyant Tools, we found
the word frequencies in each corpus and removed words with fewer than
five occurrences. Using these frequency lists, we highlighted words that
overlapped among corpora to find shared language, as well as those terms
that were distinct for each list.
Limitations
Our study was defined by its pandemic-imposed limitations, and while
our dialogic collaborative model led us to significant realizations about
feedback, we should acknowledge other limitations, particularly in breadth,
discipline, and our own influence as researcher-participants.
Our original research plan involved gathering data from several
dozen students in three different courses. We planned to have several papers from each student with multiple process documents and instructor
feedback documents for each paper. Due to our pandemic interruption,
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we moved from a quantitative experimental design to a more in-depth,
qualitative one and wound up studying around a dozen participants’ surveys, drafts, and instructor feedback. Similarly, even though we had originally
planned to collect data from three courses (i.e., writing, philosophy, and
biology), our final document pool came only from a philosophy class.
As we talked about our qualitative findings and studied participants’
writing, feedback, and revisions as kinds of dialogue, we recognized that
we, as researchers, were also invisible interlocutors. By opening these
class sections with an extensive survey about writing, revision, and reflection, we had created a new rhetorical context for the writing and revision
to follow. By writing the prompts for the feedback-engagement survey,
we joined the dialogue alongside the students and their instructors. Our
presence was the most subdued, certainly, but we must recognize ourselves as members of the ongoing conversation.
Results
In this section, we present the findings that emerged from the dialogic
collaborative process we employed. We see these results as an initial framework for theorizing feedback as boundary object. First, we share the results
of our horizontal analysis: a language comparison involving the words
used by students and instructors when discussing feedback. While this
focus on language emerged from our efforts to identify trends in the feedback dialogues, we share these results first because they make visible the
boundary running alongside student writing. More specifically, our corpus
analyses identify the vocabulary, knowledge, and priorities each group
brings to their engagement with feedback and reveal a corresponding
lack of consensus around student writing on three levels: language, meaning, and motivation. Next, we present the results of our vertical analysis,
which showed how instructors and students engaged with feedback as a
boundary object. As introduced in previous sections, these dialogic infrastructures identify who or what drives the interaction, which in turn
governs the interaction’s structure, form, and direction. Even when the
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content of instructor comments and student responses differs greatly, instructor–student interactions generally adhere to three dialogic infrastructures: student-driven, teacher-driven, and interaction-driven orientations.
Horizontal Analysis: Language Comparison
Students
Table 1 presents the most frequently used words of all terms that occurred at least five times in students’ presurvey and feedback-engagement
survey responses. There is considerable overlap in the top terms students
used in presurvey responses and their feedback reflections (e.g., “paper(s),” “write,” “writing,” “ideas,” and “better”). We see a consistent emphasis on the writing process and its product and general epistemological
terms among survey responses, but the language shifts slightly when students consider a specific writing task. For example, writing-process words
move from “sentences,” “editing,” and “grammar” in presurveys toward
more global concerns like “outline,” “structure,” “organize,” and “concise”
in feedback-engagement reflections. Likewise, epistemological terms expanded from presurvey responses of “ideas” to feedback-engagement
survey responses of “information” and “argument” as students grappled
with instructor feedback. Our research instrument language was partially
mirrored as our presurveys asked students to reflect on their writing and
revision process, and our feedback-engagement survey prompted them
to consider the feedback they received and how they might improve their
writing (see Table 1).
Instructors
In the instructor corpus, there is evidence of an extensive and precise
vocabulary that instructors use to discuss argumentation (e.g., “premise,” “thesis,” “claim,” “objection”) and common terms to guide students in
their revisions (e.g., “good,” “need,” “don’t,” “make,” “use”). We also see
words germane to the assignment topic.
Students and Instructors
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Shared language between students and instructors centered on assignment words (“paper[s],” “essay[s]”), general argumentation words
(“argument,” “thesis”), evaluative words (“need,” “good”), and words
suggesting next steps (“include,” “want,” “going”). Despite some shared
language, students and instructors diverged substantially in how they discuss writing (see Table 1). Students talk about writing directly, often
using composition language (“outline,” “concise,” “structure,” “organization,”
“words”). We see that students picked up on their instructor’s concern with
“argument”; however, they discussed it using concepts like “idea(s),” “information,” and “structure,” whereas instructors, as noted previously, relied heavily on disciplinary epistemological language. Instructors’ use of
assignment topic words (“health,” “steroids,” “athletes,” “fetus,” “sports”)
is also distinct—students largely avoided content language.
While students’ language reflects our instruments in part, it is also
apparent that students rely on and prioritize their knowledge of the writing process, though we do see them move from more local concerns to
more global concerns. As becomes clear in the next section, students
often transformed the more specific disciplinary language they encountered in instructor feedback into concepts that they seem more comfortable with (e.g., “organization” and “structure” rather than “premise” and
“objection”). Students seem to separate “ideas” from writing composition,
reflecting, perhaps, the notion that ideas exist independently and the goal
of writing is to effectively communicate them. Instructors, however, seem
much less concerned with how ideas are communicated and instead prioritize critical thinking, logic, and topic coverage. We take this as evidence
of a boundary between students’ and teachers’ knowledge and priorities
for student writing, which converges in the object of feedback.
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Table 1
Student and Instructor Language Frequencies for Discussing Writing
Student
presurvey

Student
feedback
engagement

Instructor

Shared*

Distinct:
Students*

Distinct:
Instructors*

writing
(79)
paper (34)
papers (23)
write (21)
ideas (18)
process
(16)
revision
(14)
struggle
topic
draft (13)
make
good (12)
usually
better (11)
improve
comments
(10)
professor
revise
sentences
course (9)
like
read
typically
editing (8)
help
involves
just
lot
bit (7)
class

paper (31)
writing (29)
argument
(25)
need (21)
feedback
(20)
better (19)
information
(18)
ideas (14)
outline (13)
work (12)
thesis (11)
write
good (10)
learned
point
concise (8)
essay
essays
helpful
important
include
structure
pieces (7)
plan
specific
clear (6)
just
methods
organization
reader
time

argument
(31)
good (23)
premise
(19)
think
thesis (16)
just (15)
claim (14)
PES** (13)
need (12)
objection
paper
don’t (11)
like
make
really
use (10)
assignment
(9)
going
health
conclusion
(8)
empirical
I’m
sure
you’re
appropriate
(7)
doesn’t
include
it’s
steroids

paper(s)
argument
need
thesis
good
essay(s)
include
just
want
going
really

writing
feedback
better
information
ideas
outline
work
write
learned
point
concise
helpful
important
structure
pieces
plan
specific
clear
methods
organization
reader
time
trying
words
argue
extra
going
helped
idea
materials
organize
papers
understand

premise
think
claim
PES**
objection
don’t
like
make
use
assignment
going
health
conclusion
empirical
I’m
sure
you’re
appropriate
doesn’t
it’s
steroids
support
actually
bad
citations
expertise
fallacy
mean
premises
say
training
you’re
ability
athletes
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Student
presurvey

Student
feedback
engagement

Instructor

enjoy
expect
reading
really
thesis
thoughts
topics
way
able (6)
argument
believe
essay
given
grade
grammar
I’m
I’ve
it’s
look
need
prompt
research
style
think
thought
writer
change (5)
coming
feedback

trying
want
words
argue (5)
extra
going
helped
idea
materials
organize
papers
really
understand

support
actually (6)
bad
citations
expertise
fallacy
mean
premises
say
training
you’re
ability (5)
athletes
defend
equivocation
essay
fetus
know
principled
sports
things
values
want

Shared*

Distinct:
Students*

Distinct:
Instructors*
defend
equivocation
fetus
know
principled
sports
things
values

*Between student feedback engagement and instructor comments.
**PES = performance-enhancing substances.
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Vertical Analysis: Dialogic Infrastructures
If our horizontal analysis revealed a boundary, our vertical analysis showed us what was happening at that boundary. By analyzing feedback on student writing vertically as assemblages that start
with students’ initial reflections on writing (i.e., presurvey) and include up to two rounds of instructor feedback, as well as students’
responses to the feedback they received (i.e., feedback-engagement
survey), we observed that feedback as boundary object can acquire
different orientations according to how it is approached by both parties (i.e., instructor and student). We noted three forms for this infrastructure, which parallel three of the research streams we noted
in feedback literature: teacher-driven, student-driven, and interactive orientations (see Table 2).
Teacher-Driven Orientation
A teacher-driven infrastructure can be seen in the data with more directive, general feedback and more reactive feedback responses. Students
expressed an intention to act directly upon feedback, without negotiation. Within this infrastructure, the teacher might be seen as a traffic light
that either flashes red (i.e., telling students to stop what they are doing
and try a different approach) or green (i.e., telling students to maintain their current approach). The following examples highlight these two
roles, respectively:
Red-light instructor comment: “Here’s the issue, you should really stick to ONE
argument, and not several. Make one very good argument in the limited space you
have, instead of several medicore [sic] (or possible bad/undeveloped ones).”
Red-light student reflection: “I need to spend a fair amount of time going all in on
this argument and coming up with tons of high quality, nuanced examples of my
point.”
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Green-light instructor comment: “Thesis is overall fine, but remember if the reader
doesn’t know the argument . . .”
Green-light student reflection: “I did well on my thesis and overall structure.”

In these examples, the infrastructure acquires its language, conventions,
and norms more from the teacher, and students demonstrate permission-seeking behavior. This behavior is characteristic of students in traditional educational institutions in which “answer-getting dispositions” are
readily facilitated by standardized testing and rigorously controlled learning environments (Wardle, 2012). Meanwhile, the role of the teacher as a
gatekeeper is evident as well. Paired together, these dispositions simplify
the complexity of writing into a process of following directions provided
by the expert. Kleinsasser et al. (1994) identified gatekeeping as one role
instructors in the disciplines may acquire when assigning more writing;
they explained the classroom dynamic as follows: “Gate-keeping faculty
are in control of classroom discourse. The student is regarded as material
to be hammered or shaped into a model ready for the professionalized demands of the disciplines” (p. 125). We can see the instructor’s control executed in these examples such that their assessment dictates a clear course
of action for the student.
At the same time, we found that this orientation influences the language students use to reflect on feedback; indeed, students replicate the
precise terminology used by their instructor (italics added for emphasis):
Instructor comment: “Overall though good outline, good strategy.”
Student reflection: “I have a good strategy for how I am going to argue my thesis.”

The student clearly read the instructor’s feedback and expands on it
by specifying the strategy that has been identified as good.
Ultimately, this orientation points to a potential pathway for students
to build their compositional vocabulary and skills and gain access to the
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academic community they are engaging with. At the same time, however,
it threatens to undermine students’ sense of agency and critical thinking
about their writing. That is, teacher-led feedback serves as a gate, swinging
open when students demonstrate writing and approaches to writing that
are acceptable to the field and swinging closed otherwise.
Student-Driven Orientation
A student-driven infrastructure involves feedback that directly references students’ ideas and tends to be more discipline-focused and specific
in describing and assessing what students are trying to say or accomplish
in the draft. With this structure, students filter feedback through what appears to be an existing schema for writing, or their understanding of effective writing and effective writing processes. This orientation can lead to a
misinterpretation/misapplication of feedback when the feedback does not
align with students’ perspectives. We saw this unproductive outcome repeatedly when students were given feedback on their arguments or ideas.
Some students reported confidence in their ideas even in the face of harsh
critical feedback. For these students, ideas seem to exist independently
and are either communicated or not communicated—not constructed
through writing. Accordingly, students perceived feedback on their ideas
as pointing to problems in translation (e.g., “organization” or “clarity”)
rather than problems with the logical approach, as the following examples
highlight:
Instructor comment: “Totally confused, start over. This is your thesis: ‘In this paper
I will argue that Marquis’ argument is bad, in virtue of the fact that not every fetus
has a valuable future.’ This is your strategy/argument: ‘Explain Marquis’ commitment of a fallacy of equivocation by not defining what he means by a standard fetus.’
These aren’t the same thing. Basically your thesis and argument do not line up, so
the paper is wrongheaded.
Student response: “My ideas were good, but not well laid out. Need to reorganize
the order and structure.”
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Instructor comment: “This is a really good objection. Unfortunately, I think it is so
good that you are not going to be able to defend your argument against it.”
Student reflection: “Advice on how to restructure my essay and grammar changes.”

Of note with these examples is the critical nature of the feedback. Quite
explicitly, the instructor informs the students to start over, that what they
have is not working. But rather than return to an idea-generation stage,
students apply the feedback to their writing only. They retain their ideas
and focus instead on presenting them differently. With the student-driven
orientation, feedback focuses on describing and evaluating what students
are trying to say—the quality, logic, and feasibility of their arguments—
without offering a strategy or guideline for revision. This puts students in
the driver’s seat, and in the face of critical feedback presented without a
path forward, we see students respond in a surface-level way: They do not
need to revise their ideas, just how they present them.
Interaction-Driven Orientation
An interaction-driven infrastructure starts with feedback involving both
praise and specific strategies for improvement. Students, meanwhile, consider the feedback in light of not only the current project but their writing
skills and writing vocabulary more generally. In the following example, we
see a student rework a comment into their own understanding of writing
that privileges a concise style (italics added for emphasis):
Instructor comment: “Good intro, but don’t overdo it. For instance, if you’re not
going to write about some of those authors, don’t feel obligated to mention them.
Mention who/what you’ll discuss critically, leave everything else out.”
Student response: “I tend to overdo writing and add unnecessary information. I
really want to work on being more concise in my writing and this was good feedback that made me more aware of how much I was adding to my paper that wasn’t
important.”
Harding, L., King, J., Bonanno, A., Powell, J. (2022). Feedback as Boundary Object:
Intersections of Writing, Response, and Research. Journal of Response to Writing, 8(2),
73–105.

Feedback as Boundary Object: Intersections of Writing, Response, and Research • 95

The student integrates the instructor’s language and their own writing
language to describe a struggle with their writing and a larger writing goal
that transcends this particular project.
In the next example, we see the productive remixing of language applied to the related concepts of organization, structure, and flow:
Instructor comment: “Second, there’s some slight ordering issues here. For instance,
why start with the claim that the third premise is questionable, when you seem to
be arguing that all the premises which contain fetus are? Moreover, if you believe
they’re all questionable it might help to move Step 3 part 2 to part 1? And Step 3 part
3 to part 2.”
Student response: “Specifically on my outline, I got feedback on how to rearrange
some of my steps to make my essay flow better. . . . It was also helpful that I was told
structurally how to rearrange my outline, so when I go to write my paper I have a
good idea of how my paper should be properly structured.”

The student takes the comment and considers it more broadly in reflection. The words used by the instructor and student to discuss a revision
strategy are closely related, and the student demonstrates an understanding of the instructor’s specific feedback in light of a larger writing concern:
the paper’s organization.
With all instances of interaction-driven engagement, we observed
the application of specific feedback to more global writing concerns (e.g.,
style, structure, or argumentation). In a sense, we can see interactions
driving toward a cocreated writing heuristic, a guideline that transcends a
specific edit on a specific paper.
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Table 2
Summary of Dialogic Infrastructures
Orientation

Feedback
characteristics

Student language

Student action

Implications

Teacher
-driven

Directive, general, reactive

Student adopts
instructor’s
language to talk
about writing

Instructor
feedback is
interpreted as
a red light or a
green light for
decisions made
in a draft

Reinforces
idea of
writing
success as
a matter of
following
instructors’
directions;
students’
agency as
writers
erodes

Student
-driven

Not directive, specific,
focused on
disciplinary
content and
ideas

Student expresses
thoughts about
writing in a
manner distinct
from that of the
instructor

Instructor
feedback is
misinterpreted/
misapplied: specifically, ideas
are considered
distinct from
the communication of ideas

Reinforces
distinction
between
ideas and
the written
presentation of
ideas; students rely
on their
preexisting
understanding
of writing
conventions and
vocabulary
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Orientation

Feedback
characteristics

Student language

Student action

Implications

Interaction-driven

Contains
praise, progress-oriented,
strategy-oriented

Instructor and
student languages are remixed

Feedback is
applied to larger
writing goals
and considerations

Reinforces
writing as
a collaborative, context-specific activity
and developmental
process;
students
continually
develop
as writers
in diverse
contexts

Discussion
We cannot say that asking students to engage directly with feedback on
their writing supports student learning; instead, we can say that explicit
engagement with feedback enabled us as researchers to see students’
sense-making at the boundary of student writing. From this vantage
point, we approached feedback as a boundary object that facilitates communication, action, and understanding around student writing.
When we think about what feedback as boundary object means for
how writing instructors might effectively respond to student writing, we
propose the following:
1. Create a shared language for talking about writing. According to
Carlile (2002), to be effective, a boundary object first “establishes a
shared syntax or language for individuals to represent their knowledge” (p. 451, italics in original). As our results showed, students
and instructors typically use very different vocabularies to talk about
writing, and the difference might turn feedback into a roadblock to
learning or could even lead to misconceptions or misunderstandings
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about writing. This finding recasts our understanding of why marginal instructor marks and codes fail to support student learning,
as well as why peers have been found to be effective reviewers for
each other (e.g., Topping, 1998), for instance. Especially without an
opportunity to ask questions or respond to feedback directly, students
may gloss over commentary composed in what appears to be a different language. Instructors could scaffold feedback with a collaborative glossary of writing-related terms. Care should be exercised
to use these shared terms, define more specialized words that arise,
and, as a class, negotiate meaning together throughout the semester,
moving toward consensus.
2. Establish a dialogue around feedback. By standardizing a dialogic process around feedback, instructors can make explicit the student–
teacher exchanges (i.e., of language and actions) involving student
writing. This interaction paves the way for its participants to claim
agency in the process, thereby meeting Carlile’s (2002) second and
third criteria for effective boundary objects: enabling participants
to raise concerns and to learn together. For instructors concerned
about whether students will read and apply their feedback, establishing a dialogue around feedback offers the opportunity for instructors to confirm that their students have read and engaged with their
comments.
3. Increase transparency about feedback. Early in the semester, instructors might share with students their feedback philosophy and
practices and the role they see feedback playing in students’ writing
processes. In other words, instructors need to talk about feedback
to make it an explicit practice and uncover hidden assumptions or
expectations. At the same time, students can be primed to engage
feedback as a boundary object with opportunities to share their goals,
discuss their processes, and reflect on the language they use to talk
about writing.
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Conclusion
Ultimately, our investigation calls for a rethinking of feedback and its
role in our classes. The language comparison supports our observation of
the social worlds that come together at the boundary of student writing,
while the dialogic infrastructures show how students and teachers, as well
as researchers (as the infrastructure architects), activate their world-specific interests and language in the boundary-object space. In turn, we might
focus on feedback as “a nexus of perspectives” (Wenger, 1998, p. 108),
its meaning deriving from student writing meeting the teacher’s response
meeting the student’s interpretation of that response, and so on. Thus, the
utility of feedback, as C. P. Lee (2007) and Lutters and Ackerman (2007)
attest, requires information beyond the comments themselves. This observation aligns with the discussion emerging from the interaction-driven
stream of feedback research (i.e., Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Perpignan,
2003). We acknowledge that feedback research requires a different lens to
determine feedback’s role in students’ writing skills development.
Future studies that maintain the boundary-object framework for feedback might look more closely at various learning processes (e.g., Akkerman
& Bakker, 2011) to study the relationship between those learning processes and the language and dialogic infrastructure of feedback in a variety of contexts. Regular writing classroom visits to observe and shadow
instructors and their students paired with semistructured interviews and
text analyses might enable researchers to better understand feedback
as boundary object and the various strategies instructors and students
use to engage it. Such work might utilize thick descriptions of feedback dialogues to characterize participation in these exchanges, as well as the exchanges themselves. These approaches might allow researchers to trace
engagement practices and map their trajectories over a semester. These
future studies would afford a closer look at the power dynamics in engaging feedback as a boundary object and provide a way to explore and
evaluate the suggestions we outline in our discussion.
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While this theoretical framework has opened up exciting pathways
for further research, it is in the classroom that the implications of our initial theorizing can have a more immediate impact, defamiliarizing feedback so that instructors and students see it as a collaborative space. They
might tack back and forth in this space as they talk about writing, moving toward new understandings, a shared yet provisional consensus, draft
after draft, project after project.
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session notes composed by embedded peer tutors and students become rich tools
in a writing process and create a gateway to the writing center for first-year students. By reading session notes in conversation with students’ reflective writing, we
put forward three key findings: Students articulate a relationship between building confidence in their writing and their willingness to seek, receive, and value
feedback; students discuss how the labor required for an A pushed them to access
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A

s contract grading takes on new importance in college writing
classrooms, the ways that faculty respond to writing are shifting.
In an engagement-based assessment system like contract grading, a professor’s responses need not be the central concern for student
writers as they revise their work. This shift encourages students to seek
out different sources for feedback. In this paper, we focus on feedback
from embedded peer writing fellows (WFs) for a first-year writing (FYW)
course in which students could only earn an A if they regularly sought
feedback from WFs outside of the classroom. We are Sarah Klotz, the professor teaching the courses, and Kristina Reardon, the previous associate
director of the Center for Writing at the College of the Holy Cross, who as
such trained and managed the WFs in 2020–2021.
This study followed 24 students across two sections of FYW held in fall
2020. Each section of 12 students had a dedicated WF and to earn credit,
students could meet with either of them, or any writing center tutor who
was available, at a time of their choosing. (The center was open 6 days a week;
most days it was open from 10 a.m. until 10 p.m., and students could
also negotiate a mutually convenient time with their WF if needed.) While
online writing courses were virtually unheard of at our private liberal arts
college prior to 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic shifted our semester to be entirely remote. We share the context of the pandemic because it demanded
greater attention to inequities in accessing the writing center. At our college, FYW is not required for a degree, and students self-select into the
course; in our experience, it often serves students from marginalized
or under-resourced backgrounds who enroll in FYW after attending the
college summer bridge program. Embedding WFs in FYW thus serves
as an equity practice, directing resources to those students experiencing
the most need (particularly as they joined class during the pandemic from
their homes across the country). WFs attended class once a week and
built relationships with students in digital breakout rooms before students began attending tutoring sessions outside of class.
To understand how students interacted with WFs and how these interactions affected their relationship with response to their writing, we
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explore session notes: documents of 100–300 words addressed to a student, containing a summary of issues discussed in a peer-tutoring session,
as well as a short revision plan that the student articulates at the end of the
meeting.1 While WFs write the notes, students contribute to their content
through collaborative goal-setting conversations. Notes are shared with the
professor by the writing center only at a student’s request. At the end of
the semester, the professor redistributed to students copies of the session
notes she had received via email for use during the final reflective essay.2
Students were prompted to reconsider session notes as they wrote about
their engagement and learning throughout the course. In what follows,
we show how creating an intentional relationship between peer tutors and
first-year students in the grading contract encourages writers to gain experience with feedback and become empowered agents in a community
of learning.
Context
Contract grading has a long history in composition studies and has
seen growing interest following Asao Inoue’s (2015) book, Antiracist
Writing Assessment Ecologies. For instance, the most recent edition of
Bean and Melzer’s (2021) Engaging Ideas, long used in faculty training for
writing across the curriculum (WAC) courses, contains substantial information on contract grading as a form of holistic assessment that, coupled
with end-of-semester portfolios, “shift[s] more of the emphasis of evaluation to students’ labor and processes” (p. 347). Elbow (1968), an early
developer of contract grading, argued for an approach in which students
are involved in both curriculum development and assessment practices.
Cowan (2020) provided deep history and context for contract grading,
but for our purposes here, it is best understood as a form of assessment
that moves away from having a teacher determine the quality of student
writing and instead rewards student labor and engagement in a writing
process. Most recently, Carillo (2021) has pointed out how labor-based
1 A description of session notes can be found in Appendix B.
2 The prompt for the final reflective essay can also be found in Appendix C for reference.
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grading contracts can center normative, neurotypical students when they
fail to take into account that one’s willingness to labor is not always accompanied by one’s ability to do so “for reasons of disability, class position, and other embodied and social positionalities that intersect with
racial formation” (p. 13).
We enter this ongoing conversation with an engagement-based grading contract that gives value to feedback-seeking practices. Further, we
aim to connect these conversations about engagement-based grading
to parallel conversations about the role of WFs in students’ writing processes. We have seen many grading contracts that emphasize peer review
(Bean & Melzer, 2021) but few articles that theorize the role of peer writing
support outside the classroom. While our model draws substantially on
Inoue’s (2015) labor-based approach, we emphasize “engagement” rather
than time laboring on a task so that students can build a feedback-seeking
process that works best for their own needs. Below, we join in dialogue on
the value we find in engagement-based grading as a way to build an intentional relationship between peer tutors and first-year writers.
Sarah Klotz (SK): Engagement-based grading allows me to depart
from traditional grading systems that tend to value writing products and
instead award students’ labor as they develop a rich and rewarding writing
process. I also understand that the cultural capital provided by an A is very
powerful, and I do not want to bar any students from accessing that asset
based on writing products alone. For this reason, my grading contract
privileges engaging in parts of the writing process that are often invisible
or undervalued. Additionally, I believe that knowing and using campus
resources is important, particularly for first-generation college students
who may not know what these resources are or that they can access them
free of charge. To get an A in FYW, students must seek feedback from peer
tutors and work with research librarians, both crucial parts of the literacy
ecology at our college. The next grade down, a B, does not require any
of this extra engagement. Readers can find the full contract in Appendix
A for reference.
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Kristina Reardon (KR): While there has been considerable pushback
against required appointments in the writing center community over the
years (perhaps deriving from North’s (1984) warning that students see required appointments as “a kind of detention” [p. 440]), we see the role of
required appointments differently in the context of the embedded-WFs
model working alongside engagement-based contract grading. As long as
an instructor frames a WF session as an opportunity rather than a punishment (Wells, 2016), long-term community building and positive associations with the writing center can result (Clark, 1985; Gordon, 2008).
And while required appointments may easily overwhelm a writing center’s capacity in a general writing center context, they work differently
with embedded WFs, a process in which the writing center resources of
time and funding are intentionally allocated. Students and WFs negotiate
meetings at mutually convenient times outside the writing center schedule. And because all embedded WFs also work as general tutors in the
writing center, the potential for long-term relationships beyond FYW is
possible. Thus, forging intentional partnerships with students through a
semester-long, embedded WFs program introduces students to the larger
ecology of writing support at our college in a targeted way.
SK: Creating a partnership with the writing center has allowed me
to advance engagement-based assessment in new directions. This FYW
course has embedded tutors that attend some class sessions and develop
relationships with the students. I find that this model provides contextualized feedback because the WFs are aware of the assignments and the general approach of the course. They also have a mentee relationship with me,
the professor, which provides another form of instruction for advanced
students serving as WFs for my class. Ultimately, first-year students receive multiple forms of feedback in an iterative pattern: first they write a
draft for peer feedback, then they revise that draft for professor feedback,
and often they bring a third draft to work on with a WF as they prepare
for a final draft that will be published in their portfolio. Students can meet
with WFs at any time in their process, but they frequently choose to work
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through professor feedback in conversation with a WF. The effect of this
iterative process is to practice what we preach as writing teachers: there
are multiple authentic audiences for the piece of writing, with the professor serving as only one of them. Each of these audiences responds to
the writing, and then the student makes strategic decisions about how to
revise their work based on those responses.
KR: I see the values Sarah outlined as important not just in the
classroom but in conversations regarding the writing center as well. In
training, all tutors and WFs are coached to build relationships, stress process-based steps, let students lead sessions, practice active listening, and
draft session notes as emails to students to continue the relationship and
augment the writing process. For this reason, allocating resources to pair
a tutor with each section of FYW aligned with the overall mission of the
writing center (a mission that the student tutors themselves drafted in a
collaborative process). While each class was assigned one fellow, the WFs
also collaborated with each other. Students could book appointments with
other tutors on the general writing center schedule if they preferred or if
their WF’s schedule did not match theirs. While this openness in booking
appointments may seem antithetical to the relationship building that the
embedded-WF program stresses, the decision was motivated by practicality: with students in multiple time zones online during a pandemic, we
pivoted to make things work in ways that optimized agency and choice for
students above all.
Discussion
This IRB-approved study represents 24 students in two sections of
FYW held in fall 2020. Of the 24 students, 22 (92%) completed end-of-semester portfolios with reflections, which we analyzed. Further, 19 students (79%) opted to work with a WF, with an average 2.2 meetings each.
We found that students aiming for an A in the course met with WFs and
other tutors, and those meetings guided their revision work. Most of the
session notes (74%) included detailed or specific language in the revision
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plan about making significant changes beyond proofreading. Students
often worked with the WFs later in their writing process, and many mentioned as part of their reflective writing the feedback they received in session notes. Among the 20 students who mentioned a WF in their final
cover letter, 15 (75%) used language indicating that the WF was helpful in
their writing process. And 6 (30%) wrote effusively about the support and
relationship they built with their WF. All of these findings suggest that a
contract requiring students to get feedback multiple times throughout the
semester as part of an A level of engagement leads to a stronger writing
process with iterative feedback loops built in. The most important finding
was not so much about students doing better writing but about students
building a better set of revision and feedback-seeking practices that may
transfer to other classes.
Three specific findings surfaced when we analyzed reflective cover
letters in conjunction with session notes. First, students articulated a relationship between building confidence in their writing and their willingness to seek, receive, and value feedback. Second, students discussed
how the labor required for an A pushed them to access and learn about
resources outside the classroom. Third, some students interacted with the
writing center during their first 2 semesters of college, indicating that
they can build long-term relationships with peers and with the writing
center (including becoming staff members) beyond FYW. When we read
students’ own words, we can clearly see that an intentional relationship
between the FYW classroom and the writing center can lead to an intellectually rich set of responses to student writing.
Several students articulated a relationship between writerly confidence
and a disposition toward valuing feedback. One student we will call John
wrote:
I learned that writing cannot improve overnight, and that getting feedback from
others can only elevate the essay. . . Professor K introduced me to the writing
center, helped me accept constructive criticism, and encouraged me to maintain
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confidence while trusting the writing process. I entered this course with a false hope
that I excelled in writing, having shockingly received an English award at graduation. The feedback from my first paper overwhelmed and disillusioned me, but
the resources of Professor K, the peer editors, and the writing center brought me
hope, despite the frustration. Fortunately, this class made my writing journey manageable, enabling me to regain my confidence.

From John’s words, we note a sense of perfectionism that can often keep
first-year writers from working with feedback to improve their writing.
Many of our students have been accustomed to achieving high levels of
writing success prior to college, and it can be a blow to their confidence
when they receive feedback on how to improve their writing in the college
context. Dweck (2008) referred to this phenomenon as a fixed mindset
and suggested that students will choose easier tasks in which they know
they will excel in order to avoid losing the label of “smart” that they have
become attached to. Of course, a fixed mindset is anathema to the deep
revision work that accompanies a strong writing process. One benefit of
engagement-based grading is the requirement that students complete
work with a de-emphasis on a grade or a label of success determined by
the teacher. In our model, work with WFs becomes more valuable than
white-knuckling it through a paper that may traditionally be awarded
with a high or low grade, depending on the professor’s preference.
Another student, whom we will call Lin, echoed John’s language of
how confidence can be an impediment to seeking feedback. In her reflective cover letter, she said that building confidence was a main reason
she signed up for FYW. For her, meetings with WFs were instrumental in
building that confidence. Lin wrote that she was “apprehensive” meeting
with WFs at first because she did not want someone else to see her work;
however, once she made a few appointments, she found them comforting
because “it made clear to [her] that [she] did not have to go through the
writing process alone.” Two other students, whom we will call Kelly and
Kasey, also suggested that they began the course struggling to deal with
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feedback, but the required work for an A helped them learn how to engage
with feedback in intentional and meaningful ways. Kelly wrote that she
had to “build stamina” for receiving feedback on writing, and Kasey wrote
that “[his] confidence has been supported and tested throughout the revision process. It continues to make [him] more accepting of constructive criticism and viewing failures as the power to grow in [his] writing
style.” Interestingly, these students all view feedback in a challenging, even
negative light, yet they also reported that the feedback loops rewarded by
the grading contract pushed them to engage in this challenge, ultimately
resulting in higher confidence in their writing and a sense that seeking
feedback from an audience is crucial to good writing.
Our second finding is that the labor required for an A pushed students to access and learn about resources outside of the classroom. A
number of students came to the class with no awareness of what a writing
center was—or how that resource might be helpful to them. This shows
that encouraging and rewarding students for working with their resources
can be a powerful tool to demystify the norms of the university, particularly for first-generation college students and historically underrepresented
groups. One student, whom we will call Liz, mentioned that working with
WFs was something specific to college writing that she had never done
before. She described feedback from peer tutors as an inherent aspect of
college writing, suggesting that the class normalized this practice for her
early in her college career. Another student, whom we will call Kim, dedicated a whole paragraph of her cover letter to how the class helped her
engage with resources at Holy Cross. She suggested that her WF served as
“another set of eyes and someone who had vast experience with writing
at Holy Cross.” In this sense, we can see WFs as context-specific experts,
valuable audience members, and mentors for first-year writers. Another
student, whom we will call Natalia, mentioned that the class helped her
access and use resources for writing, including WFs and research librarians. She wrote, “Seeking out resources such as help from the research
librarian and our WF also proved to be really beneficial and empowering.
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I became more comfortable asking for help during the writing process
and seeking advice from those more knowledgeable.” These students’ experiences suggest that an engagement-based grading contract and an
intentional relationship with the writing center can demystify the hidden curriculum (Gable, 2021) of the university for students. They come
to value the process of seeking help from a very early stage in their college
careers.
We draw our third finding—that students can build long-term relationships with peers and with the writing center, including becoming staff
members—from two sources: (a) a survey that was part of a larger study
of WFs in 2020–2021 and (b) usage statistics provided by the current
writing center director more than a year after the course was completed.
Of the survey respondents, 19 students had course-embedded WFs in a
range of classes, including this one in 2020–2021. Approximately 90% of
these students reported that working with a WF made them more likely
than not to book an appointment with the writing center in the future.
This broader view of students’ reactions to working with WFs allows us
to see the potential impact of WFs more generally. Looking specifically at
usage statistics regarding the students across both sections of this FYW
class, seven (37%) of the students who opted to meet with WFs went on
to use their fellow or another writing tutor for work in another class that
year or beyond. The courses in which they sought writing support included philosophy, history, and education, among others. Perhaps more
importantly, two of those who booked appointments with WFs in the fall
were themselves hired as tutors at the writing center after a campus-wide
hiring process.
While they may at first seem modest, we see these statistics about usage
outside of the FYW classroom as noteworthy during an online pandemic
semester. Overall usage of peer tutors decreased during the pandemic year,
dropping nearly 20% overall from the previous year. And while usage
among second- and third-year students increased compared to the previous year, usage was down about 20% among first-year students, who
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booked 180 fewer appointments than the previous year. From this vantage
point, the appointments the students in FYW booked during and after
the class feel particularly important. We see a promising potential link
between the inclusion of a WF in a class and students’ use of peer tutoring;
in their end-of-semester reflections, students seemed to value the peer
relationships that were stressed and rewarded through the grading contract. While many students used language indicating they viewed their
WF as a peer with specialized knowledge, they did not seem to see the
appointments as remedial. We hypothesize that the value placed on feedback-seeking experiences in the grading contract led some students to
continue seeking feedback from peer tutors for courses they took during
and after FYW, and a couple even felt empowered to apply to become
tutors themselves.
Suggestions
Students’ end-of-semester reflections reveal that they saw feedback
from peers as a crucial step in the writing process. While not all students
used tutoring beyond their FYW class, around one third booked other
writing center appointments. To support students’ long-term use of resources like the writing center, we propose that the WF appointments
required for an A should not be limited to working on assignments for
the FYW class alone. Credit could be offered for one or more appointments
with WFs for classes other than FYW to make clear to students that working with peers on writing projects is valuable in classes beyond FYW. This
is just one way that instructors and those who hire and support WFs can
build intentional synchronicity into students’ broader writing-feedback
ecology in the classroom, the writing center, and beyond.
At the same time, we acknowledge that there are contexts in which
WF programs may not be available or may be limited by local financial
exigencies. Further, WFs may be supported in some places by other entities, such as FYW or WAC programs. Like Holly-Wells and Jamieson
(2014), we see part of the solution as moving from “silos to synergies”
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(p. 87) in ways that make sense locally. We suggest collaborative work
between instructors and the writing center (or FYW or WAC) director
to find solutions to support students’ use of campus writing resources.
Ultimately, we do not want students to experience siloed writing-feedback ecologies (which may seem disconnected to the novice) but rather
aim to help students see and understand the writing resources available
to them across campus. As we have previously noted, over the last several
decades, required appointments at the writing center have been found
to be beneficial to students when framed in a pedagogically appropriate
way (Clark, 1985; Gordon, 2008; Wells, 2016). We argue our version of
engagement-based grading (which rewards but does not require visits)
follows this directive.
Yet we know that even if pedagogical concerns are assuaged, some
writing center directors may worry they do not have the capacity to meet
overall student need during busy fall semesters or when budgets are tight.
We acknowledge this real concern but have found in our context that
careful planning can mitigate capacity issues. For example, the majority of
students using the writing center at Holy Cross are first-year students; from
2019 to 2022, first-year students booked between 62–64% of all writing center appointments. Meanwhile, during that same period, 30–40%
of total writing center appointments were for Montserrat (the first-year
seminar program on campus) or English classes, such as FYW. Carving
out space for WFs to meet with students in FYW, then, was less an issue of
developing more capacity and more an issue of rearranging how appointments with a key constituency were scheduled. In our model, WFs attended class 1 hour per week. When multiplied by the number of weeks in
a college’s semester, this arrangement only adds a dozen or so extra hours
of pay per fellow. We value this piece of the WF experience, as did 79% of
survey respondents who had WFs in a range of courses, including FYW.
But even without the class-attendance piece, writing centers might
think creatively about how to accommodate FYW appointments for specific classes that mention sessions at the writing center on their grading
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contracts. WFs can offer students in their classes the first chance at booking their weekly appointments, and if students do not use them, appointments can be opened up to the whole campus. This minimizes empty
shifts and preserves capacity. And if many students want to book appointments the week a paper is due, WFs can work extra hours as needed
and simply work fewer hours the following week to preserve a budgetary
equilibrium. If WFs are pressed for time or the budget is strained, shorter
appointments may be offered, or WFs may hold appointments with pairs,
facilitating a peer-review conversation in addition to offering feedback.
Overall, shifting some tutoring hours to WF appointments made sense
in our context from both a pedagogical and budgetary perspective, given
that first-year students likely would have used the percentage of appointments allocated to the FYW class anyway.
Ultimately, we found our collaboration (i.e., as faculty and writing
center associate director) to be mutually beneficial, as we both advocate
for strong, multistep writing processes that involve peer review. Providing
credit for both (a) meetings with WFs on writing assignments beyond
the FYW course and (b) writing center meetings outside of a WF program has the potential to empower students to seek feedback on writing
assignments long term. By giving credit in engagement-based grading
contracts to students for seeking feedback on writing within and beyond
the scope of FYW, we can help students draw meaningful connections in
their writing across the disciplines. Similarly, by giving credit to students
for independently organizing their own feedback-seeking habits with a
peer writing tutor outside of a WF context, we can help students develop
strong writing habits that persist beyond the FYW course. In this way,
the grading contract values and rewards the type of collaborative, reflective behaviors and habits that professional and scholarly writers regularly
use and which might not be intuitive to college writers in their first year.
Further, giving this type of credit would also provide a space for students
to begin to self-advocate in the writing process beyond FYW, which only
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lasts 1 semester; students must negotiate responses to their writing and
their writerly identities for many years after it.
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Appendix A
English 110 Grading Contract
We will use a method called contract grading. This means your final
grade in the course is determined by how fully you engage with the opportunities to read, analyze, and write. To receive the grade listed on the
left in the table below, you must do all of the items listed in that row; failing to complete the requirements in any category will drop you to the next
row. No matter how strong you find your early essay drafts to be, you will
need to revise them based on peer and instructor feedback to succeed in
your final portfolio.
Grade

A

Portfolio
Cover letter;
essays 1, 2, 3
with substantial revisions

Presentation
Yes

Additional requirements
1.

Complete 95% of activities

2.

At least one visit to office hours

3.

One research librarian session

4.

3 peer review sessions

5.

3 Writing Fellow consultations

B

Cover letter;
essays 1, 2, 3
with substantial revisions

Yes

Complete 85% of informal writing
activities

C

Cover letter;
essays 1, 2, 3
with substantial revisions

--

--

*Receiving a D or F in English 110 is not considered passing
•

Writing needs to meet the following conditions:
Complete and on time: You agree to turn in on time and in the appropriate manner complete essays, writing, or other labor assigned
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that meet all of our agreed-upon expectations. This means you will
be honest about completing labor that asks particular time commitments of you (for example, “write for 20 minutes” etc.).
• Revisions: When the job is to revise your thinking and work, you will
reshape, extend, complicate, or substantially clarify your ideas—or
relate your ideas to new things. You will not just correct or touch up.
Revisions must somehow respond to or consider seriously your colleagues’ assessments in order to be revisions.
• Copy editing: When the job is for the final publication of a draft, your
work must be copy edited—that is, you must spend significant time
in your labor process to look just at spelling and grammar. It’s fine to
get help in copy editing. (Copy editing does not count on drafts before
the final portfolio or first drafts.)3

3 We are grateful to Inoue (2015) for the specific language on what revision looks like in a labor-based
grading system.

Klotz, S., Reardon, K.. (2022). Crafting a Writing Response Community Through Contract
Grading. Journal of Response to Writing, 8(2), 106–126.

124 • Sarah Klotz and Kristina Reardon

Appendix B
Session Notes
Tutors and fellows are trained to work with students during a semester-long upper-level English course, Composition Theory and Pedagogy.
They receive ongoing training in monthly staff meetings and reviews with
the directors. In the course, as well as in meetings and reviews, the 200- to
300-word session notes that tutors author postsession are used as a key
document for reflection on tutoring praxis, and faculty who receive notes
have reported using them to shape conversations about revision with
their students or to adjust classroom lesson plans on writing. However,
the primary audience is the student—and as such, fellows are instructed
to write the notes directly to students, treating faculty and writing center
audiences as secondary, the equivalent of a CC on an email.
Previous research into session notes has revealed that students consult the notes postsession as they continue revising their drafts (Bugdal et
al., 2016). As such, all tutors and fellows are instructed to include a summary of what was discussed to help students remember key points. More
importantly, however, they are instructed to also include a revision plan
consisting of a few actionable items. Both the summary and the revision
plan are discussed with the student in the final minutes of the session.
In this way, though the fellow writes the note, the student is meant to
have a hand in shaping the content. The fellow is instructed to record the
student’s own ideas for revision as a reminder, and fellows are told not to
come up with new ideas postsession. Tutors and fellows are also told to
include relationship-building gestures, including friendly greetings and
invitations to make future appointments.
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Appendix C
Final Portfolio: Reflective Cover Letter Prompt
In place of a final exam, you will write a cover letter for your portfolio where you describe and reflect on the writing you present in final
draft form. Your reflection should detail what and how you have learned
throughout the semester. Revisit the many pieces of writing, both formal
and informal, that you have worked on. Your session notes from working
with writing fellows, proposals, drafts with your professor’s comments,
and final-draft cover letters should give you ample information to make
detailed observations about your work throughout the semester.
The resulting reflection will be informed by all of the evidence we have
generated and collected throughout the writing process.
GUIDELINES
This final reflection should be 3–4 pages (double spaced). Support all
claims with examples.4
1.
2.
3.
4.

SECTIONS
What I hoped to do (What were my expectations, what were my original plans, what skills did I hope to develop?)
What I did (What I wrote, what steps I took to complete the tasks,
what went right, what went wrong.)
What I learned (What I’d do differently next time, what I will do again,
what I won’t do again, what feedback was particularly useful.)
Goals for my writing (What skills I want to develop, what habits I want
to change or adopt, what information I still need to learn, what types

4 We are grateful to the first-year writing program directors at Michigan State University, Julie Lindquist
and Bump Halbritter, for much of the wording in the cover-letter prompt. In particular, their use of the
language of argument and evidence in reflective writing has been instrumental to Sarah’s own development of
labor-based grading. For more, see Halbritter and Lindquist (2018).
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of writing I want to try). In other words, what is my plan for my continuing writing development?
READINGS
Your body of work over the course of the semester, including essay
drafts, comments from peers and your professor on your drafts, session
notes, etc.
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Abstract: In this teaching article I discuss the pedagogical implications of a classroom activity in which students work reflectively with instructor feedback that has
been provided to their writing. Using the “comments” feature in Google Docs,
instructors create a dialogue with students through “feedback conversations,” in
which feedback is the exigence for collaboration in developing a student’s writing
process. This activity addresses the work of Edgington (2020) and Gay (1998) by
offering an exercise that allows instructors to remain reflective on their feedback
practices while also instigating a “conversation” between instructor and student. By
offering a virtual space to house this conversational exercise, instructors provide
students a chance to take autonomy in their own learning and writing development. Feedback conversations give students a direct say in the development of their
process, ensuring that the instructor is not the only voice being afforded credence
in how students are to use feedback to develop their writing process.
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A

common issue cited by many college writing instructors is the
uncertainty that students are reading and engaging with the feedback they provide to their writing (Cunningham, 2019; Laflen &
Smith, 2017). As writing instructors, we dedicate time to reading the work
of our students, responding in ways that we hope will allow them to further engage with their own writing process and develop their identity as a
writer (Ferris, 1997; McBeth, 2015). While the exact goal of teacher feedback is dependent upon an instructor’s individual pedagogy (Furman,
2019), it is reasonable to assume that each instructor wants students to
read their comments before revising a draft or writing a future essay. But
what can be done if students are not reading this feedback? How can an
instructor ensure that students are engaging with their comments? And
more importantly, how can an instructor confirm that when the students
do read their feedback, they understand what the instructor is saying or
asking of them?
Edgington (2020) stated that because the “majority of our classroom
writing tends to be in the form of comments to students, we must take the
time to reflect on written responses” if we wish to improve our responding
and teaching practices (p. 153). There are several ways that instructors
may use introspective activities to improve their responses. I propose that
the best activities also offer students a voice in the process and a chance
to reflect on their own writing development. This teaching article outlines an activity I call “feedback conversations” (FCs), in which students
respond directly to the feedback I provide to their writing by answering a
series of reflective questions, to which I then respond. Generated through
shared Google Docs, these ongoing conversations are individually catered
to the students’ own needs by utilizing the “comments” feature of this virtual platform. I first developed this activity to verify that students were
working through my feedback; however, what grew from these sessions
was the opportunity to observe how students actually interpreted my
written feedback. In the semesters since, implementing this activity
has influenced the evolution of my feedback practices—I now go beyond
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a one-sided response to student writing by asking students to comment
back. This request provides students a direct role in the feedback portion
of the writing classroom.
Writing Pedagogy and FCs
Rodway (2017) stated that reflective writing pedagogy must include
“a dialogic and collaborative feedback process” that will “enable students
to become reflective, independent learners” (p. 75). FCs provide students
such a space to reflect on how they receive instructor feedback and how
they may use the comments in the development of their writing process.
In this way, FCs engage students in metacognition, which is a common
goal of a college writing course (Cohn & Stewart, 2016). Metacognition
and reflection are closely connected (Alt & Raichel, 2020) because the
goal of such an educational model is to teach students how to think critically about their learning process and adapt their skills as needed.
Writing research has established that instructors play an important role
in students’ ability to reflect on how they learn (Sommers, 2011). Barnes
(2020) argued that providing guidance as students write reflectively can
increase students’ feeling of autonomy in their achievements in writing while allowing instructors insight into the effectiveness of their pedagogical choices. Additionally, Cohn and Stewart (2016) suggested that
responding directly to students’ reflective writing is necessary for students
to understand the purpose in developing their capacity to reflect on their
learning process. Cohn and Stewart argued that students will need clear
direction from instructors regarding the intended outcomes of the assignment to actually practice metacognition in their reflective writing.
In order for an activity such as FCs to be successfully integrated
into a writing course, it is important to not only recognize the metacognitive work being asked of students but also consider the overall approach
to teaching that is necessary to help students feel confident and supported. FCs are inherently student centered: the activity was developed in
part to provide a space for students to seek clarification of the feedback
Lacy, S. M. (2022). Feedback Conversations: An Activity to Initiate Instructor–Student Dialog
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I provided and for me to learn how students read and conceive of the
comments. Considering students as an active part of the learning process
is an important quality of student-centered pedagogy as it pushes back on
a teacher-centered approach in which knowledge is viewed as something
held only by the instructor (Kain, 2003). According to Stewart (2019), a
student-centered learning environment “assume[s] learning is a result of
dialogue and reflection,” a process in which instructors relinquish some
control in how and when lessons are conducted (p. 47).
Implementing FCs

A goal of the college writing class is to impart writing lessons that
students will use in their future courses and professions (Driscoll & Powell,
2016). Structuring writing activities to engage students in metacognition
provides an optimal environment for them to personally connect to the
lessons of the class. To implement a student-centered pedagogy that emphasizes the importance of reflective writing, I developed the FC activity,
recognizing that in order for students to utilize my feedback to advance
their writing development, they may need support to understand my
comments. In this way, FCs operate in a similar manner to writing conferences. Conferences offer instructors a way to individualize writing lessons based on the needs of each student by emphasizing the importance
of asking questions that will start a discussion. Myroup (2020) suggested
that for a writing conference to be effective in aiding students’ learning,
their work must be at the center of the dialogue. FCs rely on this same
foundation because the catalyst of the activity is the feedback I provide to
a student’s original writing.
While research discussing classroom exercises in which students respond directly to feedback is not abundant, there are a few distinguished
pieces of scholarship that have argued for the pedagogical implications
of such activities. Berzsenyi (2001) and Gay (1998) each outlined exercises that ask students to reflect on the feedback they receive. While Gay
documented the value in having students discuss their feedback in small
peer groups, Berzsenyi asked students to generate a written dialogue with
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her by copying the feedback and responding to each comment. In their
separate studies, Berzsenyi and Gay each found that as students reflected
on the feedback they received, they often did so through the lens of past
negative experiences. Gay argued that in these moments of reflection,
both instructor and student begin to understand the impact that past experiences play in how students react to feedback. After this recognition,
students begin to move forward in their writing development.
In what follows, I offer my own feedback exercise, which operates
in an online environment. Through Google Docs, my activity allows for
real-time interaction between a student and an instructor that expands
across the semester, providing the potential for continued development. I
ask students to read through my feedback and then interpret and reflect
on what I have said about their writing. In the FCs we work together to
identify how students would like to advance in their writing process
and the steps they may take to do so. Instructor feedback is effective when
it produces a conversation with a student in which the instructor knows
that they were clear and the student understands the feedback as it was
intended (Straub, 1997). Further, this activity affords students an opportunity to ask for clarification or push back when they disagree with feedback.
Example FCs
The examples in this section come from a section of College Writing
2 that I taught in fall 2019 at Kent State University, a public 4-year college
with seven regional campuses. During the semester, I obtained approval
from Kent State’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) to document the work
of my course and students. College Writing 2 emphasizes the development of
research strategies and continues the writing process work initiated in
the first-semester college writing course. I assigned the FC activity three
times, once after each major essay; I provided feedback on final drafts,
as rough drafts had been assigned previously for peer review. I asked students to stick with one topic throughout the semester and to compose
an argumentative essay with no use of sources, a literature review, and a
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final argumentative researched essay; students participated in an FC for
each. Weekly informal writing activities were assigned so students could
practice reflecting on their writing development. The informal writing
was all completed in Google Docs, in which I provided feedback in comments as necessary. These low-stakes assignments were reading responses
and reflections on in-class activities or lessons. The smaller assignments
provided students a space to reflect on their progress so I could offer encouraging feedback in preparation for the FC assignments. Prior to the
first FC activity, I went over the purpose of the activity and emphasized
the importance of students’ engaging further in the comments on their
Google Doc as I responded.
For each major essay students received my feedback the evening before a class meeting so they could have time to review it. My feedback
practices correspond to Rae and Cochrane’s (2008) argument that if feedback is to be effective, it should focus on providing students an opportunity for growth, not only a grade. For this reason, I provided marginal
comments meant to engage students in a discussion of their rhetorical
choices (e.g., audience awareness, paragraph and content organization,
implementation of sources), as well as an endnote that tied my feedback
to the larger goals of the assignment. I only provided in-line edits if there
was a reoccurring issue that disrupted the meaning of the prose.
During the semester, I created a Google Folder for the class, and every
student had their own folder in which they uploaded all assignments. I
explained to them that this was a shared folder, and others could see their
work. (During this particular semester, the classroom came equipped with
laptops, but I have also performed FCs in a library computer lab.) I offered
the students the chance to email me directly if this posed any concern, but
they did not seem to mind. Eventually, this folder became a shared space
for the class to work on their writing development. For each major essay,
the FC activity followed this timeline:
1. Students submitted the final draft of their essay.
2. Within two weeks, I returned their essays with feedback and a grade.
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3. I uploaded a Google Doc containing the FC activity to each student’s
folder the evening before class.
4. During class students read through my feedback and answered the
prompts.
5. During class and into the following week, I responded to their observations, questions, or concerns using the “comments” feature in the
Google Doc.
6. If necessary during the next class period, I gave them time in class to
respond to my responses.
After the FC activity and my first round of comments on their reflections, students were encouraged to keep responding on an as-needed basis.
The sample activity I provide next was implemented after the argumentative essay. This assignment asks students to write an argument about
their research topic without using sources directly in the essay. The goal
of the essay is to have the students practice writing about their topic and
claims in their own words during the early stages of their research process.
The following questions were posed in the FC activity assigned after this
essay was returned with feedback and a grade:
• First, thinking back on your essay, answer this question: So what? What
is the key takeaway you want your readers to have about your topic?
• Compare your answer to the previous question to your introductory
paragraph: Does this answer and what you wrote match up? Why or
why not?
• Look for comments about the structure of your essay: Are these comments clear to you? Explain how and why you might integrate this feedback into your next essay. What questions do you have about how to
proceed in the structuring of your next essay?
• Do I mention anything you may want to think about or consider for
our next essay, the literature review? How might you use this feedback
in the next steps of your research and writing processes?
• For this last question, reflect on the feedback I have given you as a
whole. Do so in any way you wish, using these questions to get you
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thinking reflectively: Have you ever received similar feedback from
other teachers? Which bit of feedback seems the most important for
you to consider while working toward our future essays and why?
I developed these questions while providing feedback; they were inspired by the work of my students and grew from trends I witnessed
in their essays. My intention was to engage students by asking them to
think about how they might use my comments as they progressed to the
next assignment and reflect on how and why they felt a certain way about
the feedback. While conducting this activity, I was self-aware of how and
why I was giving feedback due to the knowledge that students would perform this reflection. The FC process might sound labor intensive, but in
some ways, this is the point. Edgington (2020) indicated that reflecting on
one’s response practices during the act of providing feedback is crucial
as instructors are thinking about their comments while they still have the
chance to help their students. The act of creating this activity in conjunction with providing feedback offered me a way to hold myself accountable
for the feedback I give and to ensure that the feedback I provided offered
the lessons I intended.
Sample FCs With Students
During the semester, I was afforded the chance to get to know my students’ writing histories and experiences in a more nuanced way through
implementing FCs. In the following subsections, I offer the experiences of
two students, each of whom engaged with FCs in varying levels.
Abbey
To provide further context for FCs, I will discuss a series of exchanges
with a student whom I will call Abbey, a first-year traditional student who
is a first-language speaker of English: In the dialogue during one of our
FCs, I identified certain reasons behind her rhetorical choices, which
later informed the way I provided her feedback. The influence of her reflections on my feedback practices was important as I was better able to
individualize my feedback to Abbey’s particular needs, and she in turn
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began to think more deeply about the choices she made while writing.
Abbey’s writing proved that she had clear ideas and intentions, but she
needed encouragement and direction to develop these concepts.
Throughout the body of Abbey’s second essay (an argument without
outside sources), I provided rhetorical questions in the margins to prompt
her to engage more deeply with her claims. In the endnote, I told her that
the essay showed promise in forming an argument that could be used to
structure future research; however, her essay’s main issue was the presence of under-developed claims:
This paper is also about 300 words short on the assigned word count so you have
plenty of space to fully develop each claim. I mentioned some questions to get you
thinking more deeply about each in the margins. Make sure you devote more time
to really proving your argument.

In her FC activity, when asked to reflect on the feedback as a whole
and if she had received any similar comments in the past, Abbey stated:
It usually depends on how well informed I am on a topic. I usually try to stay extremely organized and structure[d] through my writing[,] but sometimes I end up
losing focus from time to time and get disorganized towards the end. Most of the
feedback I get is towards the middle or end, like the feedback mentioned in this
essay. I tend to get sloppy towards the end because I start getting angry with how
my writing is sounding and don’t like it. This makes me eventually give up and start
getting more lazy towards the end because I don’t want to reread it.

In this reflection, Abbey equated my suggestion to expand on her
claims in more detail to her writing process in general, in which she
would become disillusioned and overwhelmed with the whole process.
Though I saw the discussion as neutral and her under-stated claims as
something we could work on as the class progressed, Abbey took the feedback as a signifier that I was identifying her work as “sloppy” and perhaps
somehow incorrect. During the FC activity, I pushed against this notion
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in a comment on her Google Doc, asking, “I am curious about your process at this stage: do you tend to write from beginning to end, in one long
session? Or do you break it up, and by ‘get to the end’ you mean when you
are writing the rest of your essay?” She then responded,
I tend to write my entire essay in typically one or two long sessions. It typically starts
with focusing [the] majority of the time on the beginning of the essay (introduction
paragraph and first body paragraph) and then I slowly start to give up towards the
conclusion (in the same sitting). I’m somewhat a perfectionist so I don’t like doing
a “rough draft” per say, I just keep redoing my writing over and over again in one
complete sitting. It usually is just one full day of writing and editing and then I’m
done.

The process that Abbey described is quite common among college
students (Williams, 2003). While I do not claim that the FC activity was
able to change the way she wrote, when I responded to Abbey, I pointed
out that her word choice implied that her writing process was creating
anxiety and frustration for her, and she opened up to the possibility of trying a different process. During the course of the semester, Abbey experimented by using outlines, which she claimed were new to her, as a means
of prewriting and composing a draft for peer review.
To further the introspective work of these FCs, at the end of the semester students wrote a reflection essay about their time in the class. In
her essay, Abbey directly discussed her previous writing process of only
writing in one sitting:
A[n] issue with this technique is that I never really have an actual rough draft until
getting the advice back. This leads me to struggle with what my ideas were and how
I developed the paper in the first place, making it challenging to go back in and
make corrections . . . In my future essays I [will] take more time to work out what
information and evidence I need to further my claim to help the reader get a better
understanding of my perspective.
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It is worth noting that Abbey wrote this reflection directly to me,
her instructor. However, what is exciting in this excerpt is the connection Abbey made between “taking more time” and her ability to write
more persuasively and effectively. Abbey went from feeling frustrated
during writing to proud of her resulting essay after she spent more time
with her writing process. Abbey shifted away from using negative language when discussing her writing process and acknowledged that she
had grown as a writer, signifying that she had taken the lessons of the
course and used them to develop her own relationship to writing.
Taylor
Abbey’s work exemplifies the positive effects of asking students to reflect consistently on their writing development; however, not all students
are as willing or able to reflect honestly on their writing process. Only
students who actively engaged in the comments connected to the initial
FC activity seemed to reflect the high level of metacognition Abbey exhibited. I was afforded the opportunity to learn more about every student and their writing history regardless of engagement. For example,
a student whom I will call Taylor, a first-year traditional student who is
nonbinary and a first-language speaker of English, did not engage in the
FC activity beyond answering the initial questions. Their participation in
the initial activity, however, allowed them the opportunity to express
their concern with some of my feedback, leaving such comments as “I
don’t know what is being asked, how am I supposed to phrase this?” and
“Honestly, I am not sure what a counterargument is.” Taylor indicated in
their end-of-semester reflection essay that they used to “not read the
feedback from [their] instructors,” which indicates to me that the type of
reflective work required to complete an FC activity might not be something they were familiar with, a conclusion that explains their reluctance
to engage further in FCs. Despite the absence of involved reflection, by
assigning Taylor to read through and write about my feedback during
class, I opened a space for them to engage in the reflection process when
they may not have otherwise.
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Whereas Abbey’s end-of-the-semester reflection showcases how her
engagement in FCs allowed her to rethink her writing approach, Taylor
wrote an essay that documented only specific changes they would have
made for each assignment, with little insight as to how these lessons may
help them in the future. While I may not have been able to reach Taylor
at the same level as Abbey, their answers to the initial questions for each
FC ensured that moving forward, they had a clearer understanding of specific class lessons, an understanding reflected by some progress in their
writing. What Taylor’s experience documents is that in its simplest form,
FCs give students who may otherwise shy away from asking questions the
chance to practice verbalizing their uncertainty and receive answers and
encouragement. In directly offering Taylor the chance to express any uncertainties, I showed them that asking for clarity is a part of the writing process.
Pedagogical Implications of Assigning FCs
Students who produced substantial reflective narratives at the end of
the semester often were those who consistently engaged in depth with
FCs. Students who participated honestly in the FCs almost always discussed
a developing understanding of how they were learning to write. Thus, FCs
are valuable in a writing class; instructors can elevate the lessons they craft
within their feedback due to the writing-conference nature of the activity.
However, unlike an in-person conference, the virtual platform of Google
Docs allows instructors and students to engage in the activity beyond
a single meeting. While the initial part of an FC activity may take place
during a class period, digital conversations can happen at any time, offering flexibility for students and instructors. While I do not propose that
this activity should replace in-person conferences, it does offer a virtual
opportunity for writing conference–style work if there is not an easy time
or place to hold these sessions during a semester, as might be the case in
an online course.
I have implemented FCs in each subsequent class since this initial study, and the activity has become an essential part of my feedback
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practices. Knowing that I will ask students to engage with my feedback
and connect the comments to their development increases my awareness of how personal my feedback may be for students. Remaining conscious of this fact challenges me during my feedback process to revise and
ensure my feedback is effectively creating these individual lessons. It is
often during these moments of revision that I find myself reflecting on the
purpose of my pedagogical choices and in what direction I would potentially like to develop my teaching further.
An important note I should offer is that at the time of this study I did
not assign a point value for student responses to my comments on their
FCs, but I have subsequently made continued responding a part of class
participation to encourage a higher level of engagement in this activity for all students. While my original intention was for students to reflect the level of engagement exemplified by Taylor, I have been pleasantly
surprised in the semesters since by the willingness of many students to
engage reflectively at the level that Abbey exemplified. By adding a participation grade for responding to my comments, I have seen an increase
in engagement, which makes me confident that the value of this activity
lies in the opportunity it presents for students to take ownership of their
writing development and participate in the feedback process.
Apart from the need to reflect on and revise my feedback, performing FCs has heightened my understanding of the role that tone has in how
students receive feedback. I previously viewed comments such as “Make
sure to keep your documentation consistent” or “Is this information coming from a source? Make sure to cite” were small suggestions I wanted students to keep in mind for future essays. However, during FCs I observed
students reflecting on such comments as signifiers that they had failed
in their writing. The FC activity has allowed me to recognize that certain phrases in my feedback instigate this feeling of failure, which may
inhibit a student’s desire to work at developing their writing process
(Ryan & Henderson, 2018). I can help students read my feedback less
harshly by leading with positive feedback and by elaborating why students
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should consider my comments as advice and not identifiers of failure.
By actively reflecting on my feedback, I, too, am engaging in reflective
learning—I am forced to remain aware that my students will be reading
my comments and that I will need to respond to their reflection on the
feedback.
Conclusion
There is still more that I may learn about this activity and its pedagogical implications. One realization is that since I started asking students to
engage directly with my feedback and to expect my response, I have become more conscientious about the feedback I provide. In seeing directly
how students interpret comments and discuss the ways in which they use
my feedback during their writing process, I learn more about my students
and where they are in their development. Students often comment during
this activity that they did not realize the importance of instructor feedback until they were asked to read through and consider how they would
use it in their future writing.
Edgington (2020) argued that instructors should not shy away from
reflecting on how they respond to student writing and that engaging in
active reflection may lead to the development of more effective pedagogy.
FCs not only offer a way for instructors to confirm students have read
their feedback but also allow them to situate their feedback to student
writing as a fundamental component of their course and to continually
reflect on the impact their comments have on their students’ writing development. Thinking of this activity as a conversation means that both
parties have a role to play: While students reflect on the feedback they
receive, instructors guide their reflection and can intervene if students
misinterpret or misunderstand comments. By asking students to be a part
of the conversation, instructors show each student that they can have an
active role in their learning process.

Lacy, S. M. (2022). Feedback Conversations: An Activity to Initiate Instructor–Student Dialog
About Writing Development. Journal of Response to Writing, 8(2), 127–142.

Feedback Conversations: An Activity to Initiate Instructor–Student Dialogues
About Writing Development • 141

References
Alt, D., & Raichel, N. (2020). Reflective journaling and metacognitive awareness: Insights from a longitudinal study in higher education. Reflective Practice, 21(2), 145–158.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14623943.2020.1716708
Barnes, J. (2020). Promoting student agency in writing. The Reading
Teacher, 73(6), 789–795. https://doi.org/10.1002/trtr.1899
Berzsenyi, C. A. (2001). Comments to comments: Teachers and students
in written dialogue about critical revision. Composition Studies, 29(2),
71–92.
Cohn, J., & Stewart, M. (2016). Promoting metacognitive thought
through response to low-stakes reflective writing. Journal of Response
to Writing, 2(1), 58–74.
Cunningham, J. M. (2019). Composition students’ opinions of and attention to instructor feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(1), 4–38.
Driscoll, D. L., & Powell, R. (2016). States, traits, and dispositions: The impact of emotion on writing development and writing transfer across
college courses and beyond. Composition Forum, 34.
Edgington, A. (2020). Breaking the cycle: Using reflective activities to transform teacher response. Journal of Response to Writing, 6(1), 139–157.
Ferris, D. R. (1997). The influence of teacher commentary on student revision. TESOL Quarterly, 31(2), 315–339. https://doi.org/10.2307/3588049
Furman, C. (2019). Responding to the writer in student writing: Engaging
in a descriptive review of written work. Schools, 16(2), 175–195.
https://doi.org/10.1086/705643
Gay, P. (1998). Dialogizing response in the writing classroom: Students
answer back. Journal of Basic Writing, 17(1), 3–17.
Kain, D. J. (2003). Teacher-centered versus student-centered: Balancing
Lacy, S. M. (2022). Feedback Conversations: An Activity to Initiate Instructor–Student Dialog
About Writing Development. Journal of Response to Writing, 8(2), 127–142.

142 • Sarah M. Lacy

constraint and theory in the composition classroom. Pedagogy, 3(1),
104–108.
Laflen, A., & Smith, M. (2017). Responding to student writing online:
Tracking student interactions with instructor feedback in a learning management system. Assessing Writing, 31, 39–52. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
asw.2016.07.003
McBeth, M. (2015). Revising by numbers: Promoting student revision
through accumulated points. Journal of Response to Writing, 1(2), 35–54.
Myroup, S. (2020). Writing conferences for effective instruction. Virginia
English Journal, 70(1), 1–7.
Rae, A. M., & Cochrane, D. K. (2008). Listening to students: How to
make written assessment feedback useful. Active Learning in Higher
Education, 9(3), 217–230. https://doi.org/10.1177/1469787408095847
Rodway, C. L. (2017). Encouraging active participation in dialogic feedback
through assessment as learning. Journal of Response to Writing, 3(2),
74–92.
Ryan, T., & Henderson, M. (2018). Feeling feedback: Students’ emotional
responses to educator feedback. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher
Education, 43(6), 880–892. https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2017.1416456
Sommers, J. (2011). Reflection revisited: The class collage. Journal of Basic
Writing, 30(1), 99–129. http://www.jstor.org/stable/43443909
Stewart, M. K. (2019). The community of inquiry survey: An assessment instrument for online writing courses. Computers and Composition, 52,
37–52. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compcom.2019.01.001
Straub, R. (1997). Students’ reactions to teacher comments: An exploratory
study. Research in the Teaching of English, 31(1), 91–119.
Williams, B. T. (2003). Heroes, rebels, and victims: Student identities
in literacy narratives. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 47(4),
342–345.
Lacy, S. M. (2022). Feedback Conversations: An Activity to Initiate Instructor–Student Dialog
About Writing Development. Journal of Response to Writing, 8(2), 127–142.

Student Interpretation and Use Arguments: Evidence-Based, Student-Led Grading • 143

RW

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/journalrw/

JOURNAL OF RESPONSE TO WRITING

Student Interpretation and Use Arguments: Evidence-Based, Student-Led
Grading
Laura Aull
University of Michigan, Ann Arbor
Abstract: Assigning grades is conventionally the exclusive, lonely terrain of the
instructor, even as other aspects of responding to student writing are collaborative. As an alternative that promotes student engagement and agency, labor-based
contract grading is used in a growing number of writing classrooms. This article
describes an alternative: evidence-based, student-led grading, an option that foregrounds students’ own response to their writing in the form of evidence-based
interpretation and use arguments for their grades. This approach foregrounds students’ own response to their writing (in the form of evidence-based interpretation
and use arguments for their grades). It engages students in the process of assessment, in this case, in appraising not only their labor but also their writing process
and the writing they produce. First, I briefly describe themes and challenges in
conventional grading and in contract-based grading. Then, I offer context and example material for evidence-based student interpretation and use arguments for
summative grades. I close with limitations and ongoing considerations.

Keywords: labor-based contract grading, interpretation and use arguments, student
agency, student engagement, writing assessment
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A

The Lonesome Grader

ssigning grades is distinctly lonely terrain for the teacher of writing. Most other responses to student writing involve collaboration
and dialogue. Instructors and students work together in conferences and peer workshops, dialoguing about whether and how they will
use feedback.
Yet when it comes to summative judgments—a response to student writing in the form of a number or letter, at the end of a project or
course—instructors are conventionally on their own. A certain point in
a writing process arrives, and all collaboration ceases: Individual instructors assign grades; students receive them. In her history of the emergence
of letter grades in U.S. schooling—the shift to which, she argued, externalized learning from students—Crain (2000) described this isolation:
“One’s struggles with grades seem merely personal and neurotic” (p. 218).
In the same book, Crain called grading “the most desperate part” of her
work as a teacher (pp. 218–219).
Writing instructors agree with Crain: Assigning grades is the concern
I hear most as a writing-program director. New and experienced instructors alike wrestle with how to support fairness and equity while assigning
grades. They wish that they could respond to students’ writing without
ever assigning a number or letter. They struggle with students’ focus on
grades at the expense of their learning, as though the grade response matters more than anything, including written feedback. All the while, most
writing programs, including mine, require that instructors attach a number or letter grade to student performance; and many students seek these
grades for various purposes, from measuring how they write to including
them on future job and school applications.
Meanwhile, writing-assessment research has offered growing cautions. It has documented a long history of unfairness and racism in
writing assessment, which can be used as a sorting and selection tool
(Hammond, 2018). It has described the need for systematic attention to
the construct of assessed writing (MacArthur & Graham, 2008; White et
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al., 2015). It has called for designing and responding to assignments in
ways that foreground linguistic choices (Aull, 2015; Matsuda, 2012) and
other social and cognitive dimensions of written language (Behizadeh &
Engelhard, 2011; Kane, 2013). It has highlighted the constitutive force
of assignment design (Aull, 2017) and how opportunity and identity are
configured and disfigured by writing assignments (Inoue & Poe, 2012). It
has insisted on principled ways of thinking about assessment components
and consequences in terms of curricular fairness and justice; it has called
for writing assessment to become a dialogic process of student–instructor
and student–student interaction (Slomp & Elliot, 2021). Shared themes in
this assessment research have included the need for both more attention
to the overlap between design, interpretation, and the consequences of
writing assessment and more consideration of students’ situated experiences thereof.
Assigning grades, in other words, is a complex challenge for instructors, perhaps the most complex challenge in responding to student writing. And to my mind, this is not only because it is hard to assign grades
equitably and transparently in a system plagued by discriminatory language ideologies and narrow writing constructs. It is also because summative judgments are an isolating genre of assessment.
Fortunately, there are many discussions today about alternatives to
conventional grading, and these alternatives emphasize student involvement. Research on peer grading has described reliable grades and support
for student learning (Beaman, 1998; Thompson, 1981), though it can entail student resistance and bias (Sadler & Good, 2006). Some research has
recommended blended peer- and instructor-approaches: peer grading
alongside instructor grading (Kaufman & Schunn, 2011), or, when possible, peer review without grades (Liu & Carless, 2006). Likewise, writing research has described student-led evaluation criteria (Huot, 2002),
including recent empirical study of student-led rubric creation and use
(Particelli, 2020). There are also productive, broader conversations about
assessment that emphasize, for example, that grades and feedback should
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be separated in discourses of assessment (Huot, 2002), that the relationship between grades and feedback should be discussed in dialogue with
students (Laflen & Smith, 2017), and that future assessment approaches
have to be critically attentive to the history of English linguistic imperialism (Gomes, 2018). All these practices offer possibilities for greater transparency and more student involvement in responses to student writing.
With respect to assigning grades, labor-based contract grading is the
most prominent alternative to conventional grading in writing studies.
As discussed more in the next section, grading contracts strive to foster
more student agency by de-emphasizing grade-oriented performance and
inviting students to account for the labor they invest in a writing course:
The contracts make grades a response to students’ labor rather than students’ writing.
I strive to add to these conversations by describing an option in which
students craft evidence-based cases for assignment grades. Like contract-based grading, this approach can be used by instructors who want to
involve students in the process of assigning grades—in this case, in their
interpretation and use of not only their labor but also their writing process and written choices. As such, these interpretation and use arguments
are students’ own evidence-based response to their writing in light of the
course goals.
First, I briefly describe themes and challenges in labor-based contract
grading. Then, I describe a rationale for, and example of, student interpretation and use arguments in response to writing assignments. I close with
limitations and ongoing considerations.
Labor-Based Contract Grading
A prominent form of summative feedback in writing courses is labor-based contract grading. Labor-based contracts make grades a response to labor associated with writing rather than a response to writing
itself. The practice generally entails a description of the labor that would
constitute each letter grade, with specific details about the corresponding
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effort put into a course. With the instructor, students sign their own contract at the start of a course as a commitment to that course’s labor. Then,
students keep track of their labor throughout a course in the form of time
spent on course activities. Inoue (2019) provided a recent, much-cited example of such an approach.
Descriptions of contract grading have usefully highlighted the central role of students’ negotiation in a grade response to their labor. In
1974, Dickson, for instance, described contract grading as an alternative
assessment method that, in emphasizing negotiation, foregrounds learning rather than grading. In a recent special issue on contract grading in
the Journal of Writing Assessment, Kelly-Riley and Whithaus (2020, p. 1)
likewise emphasized “students negotiating the amount of labor they will
complete to earn a course grade.” In this way, they wrote, contract grading
“departs from more common assessment methods in which A–F grades
are assigned based upon an instructor’s judgments” about students’ learning or writing quality (p. 1). Inoue (2019) emphasized negotiation in student-facing materials, entreating students to “[p]lease keep in mind that
the contract is a public, social contract, one agreed upon through group
discussion and negotiation” (p. 335).
Writing research has highlighted promising affordances of labor-based
contract grading in support of diversity and equity. Scholars have noted
how it might be used to support the consideration of neurodivergent student experiences (Kryger & Zimmerman, 2020) and help disrupt monolingual English and White language biases in teacher practice (Wood, 2020b).
Examples have shown how contract grading supports extant commitments in writing studies, including rhetorical genre studies and transfer
(Stuckey et al., 2020). Research has claimed that, consistent with critical
pedagogy, contract-based grading helps “create a classroom environment
where students have more ownership of their assessment” (Litterio, 2016,
p. 1).
Scholarship on contract grading has also posed important critiques and
questions. Wood, among others, probed the relationship between labor
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and time in his review of Inoue’s Labor-Based Grading Contracts. Wood
(2020a) suggested that future grading-contract research “would benefit
from exploring how measuring more labor—with a proper understanding that more labor takes more time—could create problems for some
student populations” and questioned, “Who is privileged by the ability to
perform labor (or produce more labor)?” (p. 3).
Kryger and Zimmerman (2020) suggested that grading contracts can
create barriers to accessibility that heighten neurodivergent students’ experiences of schooling- and grade-related anxiety. They emphasized the
importance of flexible deadlines and weekly check-ins, and they, too, probed
the equation between labor and time: “But what if to labor does not
always mean to produce the appropriate academic performance within
the normative time frame?” (p. 7). Laflen and Sims (2021) underscored
challenges posed by labor-based contracts in online writing instruction;
they advocated for completion measures alongside self-assessments during
online writing instruction. Craig (2021, p. 145) highlighted the “utter lack
of approaches” like contract grading across the curriculum, leading to “student confusion and a lack of preparation and transfer” that does not answer systemic racism.
Other scholars have questioned the extent to which students have a say
in contract grading. Litterio (2016) probed the assumption that contract
grading is indeed “more egalitarian, positive, [and] student-centered” on
the basis that it might not be students’ preference: “By assuming students
are receptive and invested in contract grading,” instructors may not actually be attentive to whether students are involved in the decision to use
contract grading or how they perceive their involvement (p. 6). With particular emphasis on multilingual writers, VanValkenburgh (2021, p. 31)
advocated for more grading options, suggesting that students should be
able to choose contract-based or traditional grading and switch during a
term. Most recently, Carillo (2021) challenged the assumption of labor as
a neutral measure, suggesting that most grading contracts entail a White,
middle-class, normative, and neurotypical version of labor.
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In my own teaching and training of instructors, I confront similar
concerns. I wonder about the equation of labor with time, the assumption
that time is an equitable resource, and the writing constructs (not) represented in contract grades. Because broad construct representation is part
of advancing fairness in writing assessment (Poe & Elliot, 2019), I wonder about the implications for using time spent as the writing construct
representing a course grade. I question lasting, documented responses to
students’ writing—their writing course grades—as responses to time and
effort that are not also responses to students’ actual writing.
From a sociocognitive perspective, a broad-construct model accounts
for linguistic, cultural, and substantive (LCS) patterns that help students
structure and organize their thinking and activity by invoking their respective sociocognitive frameworks, thought processes, and value judgements (Mislevy, 2018, 2021). These include discursive, interpersonal, and
intrapersonal domains (e.g., students’ writing choices, their peer engagement, and their self-regulation, respectively; Aull, 2020). Accordingly,
a sociocognitive perspective interrogates what LCS patterns are being
valued and devalued in a given assessment, helping instructors consider
whether the privileging of some LCS patterns and not others may be the
reason that students struggle with or receive low grade responses to said
assessment.
Thus, while labor-based contract grading aims to de-emphasize
standardized, top-down versions of writing quality and invites students
to choose the labor-based grade response they will achieve, it begs sociocultural questions. A full writing construct represents LCS patterns in
discursive, interpersonal, and intrapersonal domains, which include situation-specific motivation and context-specific cultural norms (Oliveri et
al., 2021; Tan et al., 2021). Time is neither equally valued nor accessible,
nor a full writing construct; time could be an unfair reason that students
struggle with a grade contract for a writing course.
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Interpretation and Use Arguments
Toulmin’s (1958) well-known model of argument underscored that those
who make a claim have a responsibility to “make it good and show that it
was justifiable” (p. 97). Extending this model to educational measurement,
Kane (2013, p. 2) conceptualized evaluation scores as “interpretation/use
arguments” (IUAs) to stress the network of inferences and assumptions inherent in a grade as it impacts student learning. Some IUAs may focus on
a particular use, while others may involve an interpretation in terms of a
skill or disposition to allow for a range of possible uses. An assignment
grade is an IUA in response to student writing in the assignment or to
student writing labor on the assignment, depending on the assessment
approach.
Because IUAs sometimes vary for different grades, validity is not
inherent in a given assignment or task. Instead, validity is a property of
the proposed interpretations and uses of a given score—the argument
for a given grade response—including the consequences of each step in
an assessment process (Slomp et al., 2014). For instance, standardized
writing-exam scores commonly interpret lexico-grammatical choices—produced under timed circumstances in answer to a specific question on a
specific day—as indicative of the future writing students will do; the use
of this interpretation in an exam score often carries implications for students’ writing placement and efficacy.1 In many examples of labor-based
contract grading, time is interpreted as effort and used as a grade.
In college writing courses, IUAs are conventionally the lonesome terrain I mentioned earlier: Individual instructors interpret what students
have done and use these interpretations in the form of an assignment
1 Kane (2013) highlighted that validity is not inherent to a test, or, in this case, an assignment or
course. Interpretations and uses that make sense and are supported by appropriate evidence are
considered to have high validity. To the extent that claims in the IUA are not adequately supported
by the evidence, or worse, are contradicted by the evidence, the proposed interpretations and uses
would not be considered valid. In the case of something like an Accuplacer test, then, the narrow
construct of writing (timed, absent of revision or discussion, etc.) begs questions of validity in light
of the evidence that college writing courses will entail different constructs of writing, especially
because Accuplacer has shown weak predictive validity in terms of students’ subsequent writing
grades (James, 2006).
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grade. This grade is part of responding to students’ writing and is conventionally seen by the students as a measure of how successful it is. In the
next section, I propose instead that students craft their own IUAs for their
grades. Students respond to their own writing by reflecting on, showing,
and interpreting how evidence of their work in multiple domains is used
in a grade.
Student IUAs
In an approach focused on student IUAs, students respond to their
writing in the form of evidence-based cases for their assignment grades.
Specifically, students craft an interpretation (“what I did”) and use argument (“what grade I earned”) for an assignment grade. Students organize
this in two sections per learning goal:
1. Interpretation: What have I done to fulfill the assignment goal in my
circumstances?
2. Use: What grade does this evidence suggest I have earned?
In so doing, students account for various domains and course learning goals, gaining practice in metareflective consideration of their writing and their environment. The approach emphasizes that just as writing
entails interpersonal, intrapersonal, and discursive practices, responding
to it entails these practices, too. Students and instructors can practice responding to students’ writing with attention to self-evaluation and multiple domains.
By foregrounding students’ inferences about diverse, situated learning experiences, the approach engages students in three tenets of contemporary writing assessment noted by Poe (2014): (a) designing a
series of strategies to increase the knowledge of writing as a complex
construct, (b) making meaningful decisions based on measuring that construct, and (c) understanding the effects of our practices. In other words,
by emphasizing students’ description of their writing and revision as evidence, this approach attends to time spent as well as students’ writing
choices in grade responses to students’ writing. In turn, responding to
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writing is framed not in terms of searching for faults and problems (Porter,
2001) but in terms of seeing writing as an activity of awareness and development. By emphasizing students’ self-regulation and development of individual writing approaches, student IUAs are a grade response that connects
performance evaluation and metacognitive awareness in support of writing
transfer (Negretti, 2012).
Writing assessment ideally follows an iterative pathway from designing construct domains that account for multiple LCS patterns, to setting
local curricular goals and objectives, to using grade responses as IUAs,
and back. To illustrate IUAs in this iterative process, I offer some examples based on first-year writing courses in my writing program (see Table
1). The appendix offers student-facing language, with examples, for introducing an IUA description for a specific assignment.
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Table 1
Examples of Student Outcomes for Drawing Down From Assessment Domain to Student IUA
Level

Example outcomes

Level 1:

Discursive domain
Sociocultural (engagement with
instantiation others’ views)

Interpersonal domain
(engagement with
peers)

Level 2:

Student develops colStudent develops
laborative strategies for flexible strategies
the writing process
for the writing
process

Curricular
goals

Student engages with
a range of perspectives; student reads,
summarizes, and
synthesizes texts to
support writing

Intrapersonal domain (engagement
with process)

Level 3:

Student selects and
Assignment explains evidence
from sources, conobjective
and evidence nects evidence to
central idea(s), and
(e.g., from
elucidates applicabiliassignment
description, ty and significance
class rubric)

Student invests in
peers’ process of learning and writing via
peer workshop

Student shows
substantive revision and reflection
from a previous
assignment or the
previous steps and
drafts of the current assignment

Level 4:

Student shows that
they engaged with peer
review by annotating
peer drafts, attending peer review, and
engaging in peer
discussion (high pass,
A grade)

Student shows
that they revised
between first and
final drafts mostly
by copy editing;
student did not
start revision in
time to make substantive revisions
(pass, C grade)

Student shows that
they selected and
Interpretation and use explained sources;
argument (by student also perceives that only some
individual
evidence was well
student)
applied/connected to
main ideas (medium
pass, B grade)

Discussion
Writing is always situated, yet grade responses often elide this fact.
Student IUAs allow students to highlight connections among their written
assignments, their writing process, and their writing choices. A student
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without a working personal computer, for instance, described how they
used their phone to audio record their revision notes, which they replayed
once in a campus computer lab (they did this by reading peer review
notes and responding to them, aloud). This was part of how the student
planned and revised within their learning circumstances (i.e., interpretation argument) and what grade they earned (i.e., use argument). The
student’s IUA included relevant information about how they engaged with
the assignment. Along with the written revisions on the page, the student interpreted this planning as part of engaging well with the writing process; they used these details as evidence for a high-pass grade. Their grade
response to their writing, then, attended to their process and effort as well
as to the written revisions.
As described in the student-facing materials in the appendix, one
meeting about a student’s IUA led to that student helping me revise the
assignment description to be more transparent. In this case, the learning
goal related to source-text use, and the learning goal was not as clear as
it should have been. The goal emphasized connecting sources to the students’ ideas, but I was reading with the expectation that students would,
in connecting to main ideas, also connect the sources to one another.
Thanks to the student’s IUA and our discussion, I could see that the learning goal was limited. I thus agreed with the student’s IUA, and then we
discussed what synthesis was, how the student might encounter source
synthesis as an expectation in future courses, and how synthesis was different than source summary and explanation. We revised the assignment
description’s learning goal to specify synthesis across sources. In this case,
then, the student’s IUA highlighted that writing is situated, and grades are
too—they are always a response to writing that is itself a response to a
specific assignment task.
Student IUAs can coexist with other approaches. Student IUAs can use student-led rubrics and evaluation criteria described by Particelli (2020).
Students’ goal setting, as described by Litterio (2016), forms evidence students might use in their IUAs. Any IUA can incorporate and emphasize
Aull, L. (2022). Student Interpretation and Use Arguments: Evidence-Based, Student-Led
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reflection and revision activities (McBeth, 2015) by accounting for these
activities from the students’ perspective, and students can write an evidence-based case for how they engaged with the process and revisions
(e.g., peer review, writing center visit, library visit, examples of revisions
from the paper). Students’ evidence-based cases can be used with reflection-in-action activities by instructors (Edgington, 2020). Edgington
(2020) suggested that instructors can support reflection-in-action for students not only vis-à-vis their more common reflection on their reading and writing but also their interpretation of those reflections in terms
of a grade.
Many instructors ask me: Don’t all students make a case for a high
grade? In my experience so far, no. Indeed, I have seen more honesty from
students regarding their engagement or lack thereof since incorporating
this approach. In particular, students have given themselves pass- and
medium-pass grades, rather than a high pass, in three areas: (a) engagement with peers (e.g., suggesting they did not spend as much time as others in peer review), (b) idea development (e.g., suggesting they thought
that their main idea(s) was compelling but that they were still figuring out
how to bring everything together to support that idea), and (c) engagement with the revision process (e.g., they noted that they started their
final draft too close to the deadline).
Even these brief examples show students’ ability to reflect on and illuminate multiple domains as they respond to their writing. Students make
choices in the interpersonal domain that impact their writing, such as in
peer review. They make choices in the discursive domain that impact their
writing, such as in source synthesis and main-idea development. They
make choices in the intrapersonal domain that impact their writing, such
as in revision planning and other self-regulation processes.
Limitations and Other Concluding Thoughts
Responding well to student writing demands ongoing conversation, and I hope that my discussion and examples add to that
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conversation. I especially hope that others help me recognize and address
the limitations of my approach. The primary challenges so far concern the
role and time of the instructor, and the study’s comprehensiveness.
Reading students’ evidence-based cases for grades requires instructor
time in addition to reading student projects, and many writing instructors
do not have more time to give. Reading these student cases does not take
more time than reading student reflections necessarily. But as is clear in
the previously noted student-facing description, when instructors disagree with a student’s IUA, I recommend holding a meeting to discuss
each person’s view. This has only happened to me twice in multiple semesters, and in my experience, these conversations support thoughtful,
transparent, reflective assessment. But they, too, require instructor time.
By comprehensiveness, I refer to modes and consequences. So far,
my students have mostly submitted written narratives as IUAs—sometimes in the form of a traditional document with embedded screenshots,
sometimes in the form of Google slides or a Google site. Though I invite
students to use whatever mode, register, and dialect they choose, students
overwhelmingly use standardized formal or informal written English to
make their case. I do not know whether this is because students find writing this way to be the best mode for their case or because writing and other
verbal processing of a particular kind has been overwhelmingly privileged
in their schooling to date at the expense of other language use.
I am also unsure, so far, of how student IUAs may alter (or not alter)
student and instructor responses to writing. Even approaches that engage students in the interpretation and use of scores are “not equipped
to monitor how assessments alter—intentionally or otherwise—student,
teacher, and system-level behaviors” (Slomp & Elliot, 2021, p. 468). More
time and follow-up assessments will be important for understanding the
impact of this approach (e.g., by drawing on models for investigating and
anticipating the local impact of different writing-assessment resources
and approaches; Hazelton et al., 2021).
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As yet, however, the use of students’ evidence-based cases for grades
has helped me and my students emphasize multiple domains and linguistic, cultural, and social patterns in a broad writing construct. It has helped
me foreground trust in what students know (Baker-Bell, 2020) and also
helped me emphasize students’ metacognitive awareness—reflection
rooted in concrete coursework examples—in how they respond to their
writing. It has made assigning grades a shared endeavor, one less isolating
for instructors and one that builds on students’ knowledge.
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Appendix
Student Assessment
As with each assignment, you have the option to make an evidence-based
case for your grade (or a part of your grade) on this assignment, using our
class rubric. If you choose to do so, you will craft a narrative, with written
and/or audiovisual elements, that describes and illustrates the following
for the assignment:
1. Evidence: What have you done to engage with each goal for the
assignment?
2. Grade: What grade have you earned for each goal as a result?
More detail appears below:
What have you done to engage with each course learning goal?
In this part of your narrative, use concrete examples from your process
and project. When relevant, note any details about your learning circumstances that influenced your work. Here are some goals and corresponding examples students have used:
1. Regarding the goal to engage with a range of perspectives, students
have described their annotation practices while reading peer work
and course reading related to the assignment, describing ideas that
have felt new, confusing, or otherwise notable to them. Students have
shown passages of their work in which they use hedges or concessions to show diplomacy (Hyland, 2005) or a balance of opening
and closing discursive space in critical dialogue (Lancaster, 2014).
Sometimes, students have shown photos or screenshots of example
annotations with reading. Students have also described ideas and
questions that they contributed to class discussion (having kept
notes during the term), and ways they have described a course concept or reading to a roommate.
2. Regarding the goal to create well-supported ideas, students have
described how they have decided on and revised a specific main
Aull, L. (2022). Student Interpretation and Use Arguments: Evidence-Based, Student-Led
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idea for the project, showing evidence they have used, and where
and why, in a given assignment. Students sometimes analyze how
the rhetorical moves they use explain and link evidence and ideas
(e.g., CaRS moves, development moves; Aull, 2020; Swales, 1990)
or how they report evidence (e.g., reporting verbs and how they
show alignment, neutrality, critique; Hyland, 1999; Liardét &
Black, 2019). Sometimes students describe their process alongside
an annotated page or two of their writing that presents their main
idea, or they use comments from peer and instructor feedback to
indicate that an idea appeared well-supported.
3. Regarding the goal to summarize and synthesize others’ ideas, students have described their process and shown examples of locating,
integrating, and comparing the perspectives of source texts from the
class. Sometimes students describe their reading process alongside a
page of their writing that synthesizes research, or they use comments
from peer and instructor feedback that comments on their representation of others’ ideas.
4. Regarding the goal to develop flexible strategies for revising, students have described their process alongside example revisions and
comments from peer and instructor feedback.
5. Regarding the goal to develop collaborative strategies for the writing
process, students have described how they approached peer review
for a given assignment, including reporting time and strategies used
on peers’ writing and takeaways from peer workshop. Sometimes
students have shown photos or screen shots of example annotations
from peer workshop.
What grade—do not pass (D), pass (C), medium pass (B), or high
pass (A)—do you believe you have earned for each learning goal as a
result?
In this part of your narrative, describe what grade you have earned for
each learning goal based on the work and circumstances you have described. For instance, if you describe evidence of your engagement with
Aull, L. (2022). Student Interpretation and Use Arguments: Evidence-Based, Student-Led
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multiple perspectives and interpret it as a high pass, and you describe
evidence of your engagement with creating a well-supported idea and
interpret it as a pass, then so far you are making an evidence-based case
for your grade on the assignment as a medium pass, or a B.
Choices, mode, and language
You can submit your evidence-based case for your grade(s) in whatever mode, language, register, and dialect you choose, using English translations when you think they are necessary. (I will follow up with you if I
have questions.) Some example formats students have used include Google
slides, a Google site, or a written narrative in a traditional Word document,
with embedded screenshots.
For those students who do not wish to submit a case for a grade or
who cannot submit one in the timeline indicated on the syllabus, I will
select evidence toward each goal and grade based on the same criteria
and share it with you. If you choose to submit a case for a grade for only
some learning goals, then I will do the others. If either of us has questions
or disagreements regarding the case for a grade, we will set up a meeting.
How will I use your IUA as your instructor?
I trust your ability to analyze and draw inferences from your work, and
in my experience, students tend to be very honest and wise about what they
have done and what they are still working on. If you choose to submit an
IUA, my intention is to use it for your grade. I will read your IUA narratives to learn more about your work and your process and to check for any
discrepancies with my own interpretations of your work.
In the case I see a discrepancy between my notes and your IUA narrative, we will set up a meeting to discuss it. We will come to an agreement
in the meeting using evidence from your IUA alongside my feedback and
your peers’ feedback. This has happened only a couple of times, but one of
those times, the student helped me revise the assignment description to be
more clear! I value this ongoing process of writing and learning together.
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abor-based contract grading has risen in popularity in recent years
as writing instructors work toward building assessment measures that
are more transparent, equitable, and adaptive to students’ needs. Defined as a system that “calculates final course grades purely by the labor
students complete, not by any judgments of the quality of their writing”
(Inoue, 2019, p. 3), labor-based contract grading is in many ways a fairer
and more flexible assessment method than grading based on the writing
and language standards that contribute to White supremacy. However, Carillo (2021) persuasively argues in The Hidden Inequities in Labor-Based Contract Grading that this practice can disadvantage students
with disabilities and intersectional identities. In her short book, which
she frames as an “extended essay,” Carillo presents a concise, easily digestible exploration of “the nonracially motivated standards and biases that
are exposed when we take a closer look at labor-based grading contracts”
(pp. 6–7), examining the practice through a disability-studies lens.
Carillo’s entry point is Inoue’s (2019) call for increased attention to
the implications of applying Universal Design for Learning to contract
grading. In doing so, she acknowledges the important work done by Inoue
Sladek, A. (2022). Review of The Hidden Iniquities in Labor-Based Contract Grading, by
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and other innovators in labor-based contract grading, emphasizing that
her goal is to build on this work rather than discard it entirely. Carillo
begins by unpacking some of the central assumptions of labor-based contract grading, starting with the idea that labor is a neutral measure (or at least
a more neutral measure than quality) for determining students’ grades. She
takes particular issue with models that provide estimates of how long a task
“should” take and then ask students to track the amount of time spent on
the task. She argues that this assumption relies on a “normative, ableist,
and neurotypical conception of labor” (p. 11), noting that disabled and neurodiverse students may have to complete more labor to achieve the same
result as the able-bodied hypothetical student, whom she argues is at the
center of most labor-based contracts. Carillo also contradicts Inoue’s assertion that the only thing students need to succeed under labor-based
contract grading is a “willingness to labor,” explaining again that this assertion is often untrue for disabled and neurodiverse students. She draws
on Inoue’s own acknowledgement that forces outside a student’s control
(e.g., forces tied to socioeconomic status as well as other systems of oppression) can impede the student’s ability to labor in a course, arguing that
instructors need to account for these factors in our assessments even if the
assessments themselves did not create the unequal conditions. Drawing
on disability scholars such as Jay Dolmage, Hannah J. Rule, and Rosemarie
Garland-Thomson, Carillo demonstrates that labor-based grading contracts as currently conceived “substitute one standard [i.e., quality] for
another [i.e., labor]” (p. 18), rewarding students who possess bodies and
brains closest to the normative “ideal.”
Carillo additionally contends that labor-based contract grading harms
the very students it is most intended to help. While Inoue (2019) explains
that labor-based contracts can be adapted for emergencies and students who need accommodations, Carillo notes that students of color and
first-generation college students are less likely to disclose and seek accommodations for disabilities and mental health struggles. Moreover, the tests
required to receive disability diagnoses (and formal accommodations)
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may cost money and are often racially biased. Thus, instructors need to
anticipate the presence of disabled and neurodiverse students and build
accessibility into our syllabi from the start. Carillo quotes disability-justice advocate Mia Mingus, arguing that grading contracts that only provide accommodations and flexibility when requested create a situation of
“‘forced intimacy’ in which ‘disabled bodies must disclose their disability
to able-bodied people in order to gain access to what is already accessible
to normative bodies’” (p. 31). Thus, Carillo argues that labor-based grading contracts “[overestimate] the equalizing power of labor and [underestimate] the importance of intersectionality” (p. 53).
In her final chapter, Carillo presents an “engagement-based grading contract” that removes the focus on labor altogether, allowing students to choose the form of course engagement (such as discussion-board
posts, oral participation, and note-taking) that works for them. This contract also utilizes the concept of “crip time,” a framework from disability
studies that “recognizes that people move, engage, and process information at different rates and speeds” (p. 59). Crip time maximizes flexibility
(especially regarding timelines) and lowers assignment stakes whenever
possible, allowing students to progress through the course according
to the timelines that work for them. Another model Carillo suggests, inspired by arguments from translingual scholarship, involves individualizing grading contracts for each student. It is unclear whether Carillo has
utilized either contract model herself and, if so, what she observed. I am
interested to see where she and other scholars take these ideas in future
research, particularly after using these types of contracts in their own
classrooms.
As previously mentioned, this is a slim volume—65 pages, not including references—and the book itself is roughly the size of my hand.
This unique format provides many affordances. It is likely that the reduced
length facilitated a quicker publication timeline, allowing Carillo to situate her discussion in recent events, such as the COVID-19 pandemic
and the Black Lives Matter, movement in ways academic volumes often
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cannot. This adds urgency and immediate relevance to her argument.
Additionally, the fact that this text can be read fairly quickly means that
instructors can consider her ideas and implement them in their own classrooms more easily than would be possible with a longer text. Given the
importance of Carillo’s argument, I appreciate how the book’s format and
her accessible writing style might help it attain a wider audience; it has
the potential to even reach instructors outside writing studies. However,
the length constraint also leaves some potentially relevant avenues unexplored, several of which Carillo herself acknowledges: the implications of
her argument for neurodivergent and disabled instructors and, perhaps
more importantly, the inclusion of case studies and student voices, which
she admits are “paramount in scholarship within disability studies” (p.
25). Additionally, though the book is clearly well researched and presents a compelling history of contract grading in its introduction, nearly
all of Carillo’s arguments against the principles of labor-based contract grading are framed in opposition to Inoue’s (2019) Labor-Based
Grading Contracts. While Carillo is careful to acknowledge that Inoue’s
approach to labor-based grading contracts is not the only one, drawing
on a wider range of scholars (e.g., Lisa M. Litterio, Joyce Olewski Inman,
and Rebecca A. Powell) as springboards for her arguments (as opposed to
just providers of background information) would highlight how important and applicable her perspective is across a vibrant and ever-growing
conversation. Indeed, while labor-based contract grading in many ways
represents a huge step forward in equitable, antiracist pedagogy, Carillo’s
extended essay provides a compelling, much-needed reminder that writing instructors must be purposeful, reflective, and responsive to all students when adopting new pedagogical practices.
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